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      Mike, Beth, and the goblin, Tink, stood at the foot of the stairs, looking upward in awe. Only moments ago, the earth had trembled when Beth had brought in her luggage, the house outwardly expanding. However, it wasn’t as simple as that—the new second floor started at the landing where the stairs changed direction. In his mind, Mike now had memories of passing by that hall without a second thought. It wasn’t only the house that had grown but his memories as well.

      “This is amazing.” Beth’s voice was just above a whisper. She set her luggage on the floor, an action that caused her auburn curls to bounce off her shoulders. Even in her casual clothes, she managed to look well dressed.

      “You’re telling me. Do you remember this at all?”

      Beth nodded. “I can’t tell you how many times I dropped by to check on the place after your great-aunt Emily died. Thinking back on it now, I vividly remember walking past that hallway and never actually checking it out, but I also remember never noticing it.” Beth had been the estate agent who had first walked him through the home almost a week ago. Had it really only been that long? “It’s so hard to explain.”

      “It’s like the Mandela effect. People with a collective memory of an event find out they’ve all been wrong somehow. The big difference here is that we now remember ignoring something we never saw in the first place.” Mike walked up the stairs, his left hand on the railing. At the top of the railing was a smooth metal ball. To the left was the new hallway. “I know I have never seen this ball before, but I have a memory of grabbing onto it every time I came down the stairs. There’s a smudge on the other side.” He stepped into the hall and looked at the ball. Sure enough, the smudge was there.

      “What could cause something like that?” Beth asked.

      “The geas that protects this place is a very powerful enchantment capable of doing so many things. For instance, until you are invited in by the Caretaker, you can’t come inside or see the creatures who live here. I think it’s why you never spotted anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Then how did I come in before you inherited the place? Or the maids to clean it?”

      He shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. There’s a lot about this place I don’t understand yet.”

      “Could we ask Naia about it?”

      “Maybe. The geas can alter memories. When I first moved in, Naia had forgotten about the others. They only seem to remember things when I discover them.”

      “Tink in deep sleep,” the goblin said from behind them. She already had a rag in her hand and was polishing the smudge off the railing. Her red hair was pulled back into a ponytail, a style that made the yellow horns on her head appear larger. “When house sleep, everyone sleep. No wake until husband finds.”

      “That’s about right.” Mike stepped into the hall. The wooden floor looked like it had been recently waxed, and the hallway made a sharp ninety-degree turn. Windows along the hall let in plenty of light, and Mike walked up to the first door, grabbing the knob tightly in his hand.

      “Ready?” He looked over his shoulder. Beth and Tink nodded, though Mike saw that Tink was holding her wrench tightly in one hand. He held back a laugh and twisted the knob.

      It didn’t budge.

      “Huh.” He rattled the knob, then tried to give the door a push. When nothing else happened, he tried knocking.

      “So…that was anticlimactic.” Beth moved next to him to help. He was suddenly aware of how close she was and how the curve of her ass pushed into him when she pressed her shoulder into the door. “Is it locked?”

      “Must be.” Mike crouched, noticing the keyhole under the knob. Or rather, where the keyhole should have been. A dark-gray substance was just past the tiny portal. “Hey, Tink, is that what I think it is?”

      “Husband move.” She swatted Mike on the butt and took his place. She put her magical goggles on, the tiny lenses flicking down to give her a better view. Tink jerked her head back, a look of horror on her face.

      “Nasty!” She retched dramatically. “Disgusting shit!”

      “What is it?” Mike asked. Beth had pulled a key out of her pocket and was using it to scrape at the substance blocking the keyhole. “It’s clay or something like it, right?”

      “Shit. Poop. Doody.” Tink’s whole face wrinkled in disgust. “Some stupid fuck put shit in the keyhole!”

      Beth dropped her key.

      Mike’s jaw dropped. “How do you shit in a keyhole?”

      “Very carefully,” Beth said, an odd smirk on her face. Mike could tell she was trying not to laugh. “Or not. We haven’t seen the other side of the door.”

      “Can you get it out?” Mike asked Tink. He really didn’t want to break down the door or damage the lock too badly. God forbid he piss off whoever lived inside, and with the number of repairs they had been doing lately, he knew that finding a replacement door that would look right was going to be extremely difficult.

      “Maybe, but take long time. Poop like concrete. Super hard.” Tink pulled a screwdriver out of her toolbox and shoved it in the keyhole. Using her hammer, she hit the back of the screwdriver, making the whole door shake. She gave it another whack, and the screwdriver snapped in the middle.

      The colorful string of expletives from the goblin had Beth red in the face, her lips pressed tightly together.

      “You’re loving this,” Mike said.

      Beth nodded, her eyes on Tink. The goblin had thrown the handle of the screwdriver at the door. The handle had bounced off, rolling across the hall and coming to a rest along the baseboards. “Maybe we should go check out the other rooms?”

      “Certainly. C’mon, Tink, we’ll deal with that door later.” They turned the corner, and Mike let out an appreciative whistle. The series of windows all looked north into the backyard and into the woods behind his house. The wrought-iron gate behind the fountain appeared even larger from here, and the light illuminated the two wooden doors on his right. At the end of the hallway was another door.

      “I’m guessing they are bedrooms.” Mike walked to the first door and gave the knob a twist, but it didn’t budge.

      “This one too?” Beth asked. She knelt, but Tink pushed between her and the door, scowling through the thick lenses of her goggles.

      “Shit!” Tink gave the door a kick, then ran down to the next one. She stopped briefly there and stomped her feet in frustration. She ran to the end of the hall and uttered curses under her breath upon inspecting the lock.

      “All of them?” Mike blinked in disbelief. Who would block off the doors? And why with poop?

      “Hello?” Beth knocked on each of the doors. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, we’re friendly.”

      Mike placed his ear on the door closest to him. He heard nothing through it.

      “Tink buy new drill from magic screen. Get some bits for concrete.” Tink walked around the corner, and Mike could hear her stomping down the stairs. He had no doubt that she was headed for his laptop to put in an order at one of the local hardware stores.

      “I guess it’ll have to wait for tomorrow.” Beth raised an eyebrow. “Wanna place any bets on what’s inside?”

      “I can guarantee we will both lose somehow.” Mike smiled, and Tink yelled in surprise from the bottom of the stairs.

      Beth and Mike ran down the stairs, Mike jumping the last few and turning toward the sound of Tink’s voice. He ran out of the living room and tried to turn into the kitchen but slid into a wall that had never been there before.

      “What the hell?” He looked and saw an opening to his left. Stepping through it, he found himself inside a very large dining room with ornate china cabinets along the wall and a table that could easily seat more than ten people comfortably. Tink was standing at the other side of it, feeling the wood with her fingers.

      “Is very good.” She gave the table a knock. “No remember but actually remember.”

      “I…” Again, Mike somehow had a memory of bolting through this room and never quite seeing it. This one was harder to swallow for him. It would take easily a couple of seconds to cross, so it couldn’t just be memory loss.

      “Oh boy.” Beth leaned against the wall, her head in her hand. “This one actually makes me feel dizzy.”

      “It isn’t just our memories. I get walking past a hallway and never going down it, but I remember going through this room, and that doesn’t make sense. Is the memory a fabrication?”

      “That’s a good question.” Beth moved away from the wall. “Unless the house erased our memories of it as we passed through.”

      “That almost makes the geas sound alive, or sentient.”

      “Isn’t it?” The way Beth asked the question told him that she had already made up her mind. “The house waited until today to expand. How far can it go, I wonder?”

      “If that’s the case, then how many rooms have we walked through already? That kind of time adds up, and I think we would notice that it takes a really long time to cross the house. It can’t just be memory manipulation; it has to be something more.”

      “Yes, well, before we do any more exploring, I would like to go lie down for a bit. Unlike some people here, I’ve been up all night.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Mike poked his head out the other side of the room to see the small kitchen table that he and Tink had eaten breakfast at. His laptop was still on it. “Hey, Tink, go ahead and get that stuff ordered. I want to get into those rooms as quick as I can.”

      Tink jumped onto the nearest chair and opened his computer, her fingers clicking on the keyboard. He could hear her pounding on the keys while he grabbed Beth’s luggage by the front door. He tried to pick up the briefcase she had brought with her, but she snatched it away from him.

      “What’s in there?” he asked. “Must be important.”

      “Sorry, reflex. This was my dad’s case. He gave it to me when I moved out. It’s just a few things from my apartment that I couldn’t live without. Old copy of The Hobbit I got when I was young, stuff like that.”

      “Hey, you’re entitled to your privacy. I’ve just learned to be curious about everything, especially creepy little dolls.” Mike and Beth both laughed. At the time, Beth’s possession had been a serious matter, but they had both come to terms with it.

      “Speaking of Jenny, you should probably get her out of your bag.”

      “Oh, right!” Beth opened her backpack and pulled out the little doll. With a porcelain face that they had cleaned up and a pretty green dress that Tink had made for her, she looked less ominous. “Here ya go.”

      Mike took the doll and walked into the living room. The front window overlooking the yard had been covered with dark curtains, which he parted to allow in more light. The windowsill had been deepened to allow for the large dollhouse that Tink and Mike had put together. It was tucked in the corner of the window, initially hidden by the curtains. It looked like a caricature of the home itself, with a finely carved turret on top with a toy gargoyle hanging from the gutter. Inside, roughly where Mike’s room was, sat a small chair built just for Jenny. He set her in the chair and pushed her to face toward the front yard.

      “And she likes this?” Beth asked.

      “Loves it. She kept haunting Tink to help her draw up the plans. Tink kept complaining about it because apparently Jenny kept doing that when she was busy with other stuff.” Beth had been gone while they had been building the dollhouse during one of her many trips into the Labyrinth. Mike had learned from her about the potential magical items that had been sold at an auction, so he had had her visit with Ratu to see if they could identify any of them from the itemized list she had kept from her visit to the New Castle storage facility.

      “I’m probably going back down there later tonight. Do you think Dana wants to come with me again?”

      Mike shook his head. “Not this time. She left me a note. Ratu thinks she found some magical items that may be able to bring her back to life.” Dana’s soul had been bound to her body, meaning that she would never truly die. She was hoping to cure her condition so that she could properly die and be reunited with her girlfriend in the afterlife.

      “That’s good news, isn’t it?”

      “She left the house to go find them. Took the mimic with her.” Ratu, a powerful naga, was capable of breaking down magical items and preserving the magic within to combine with other magic. “Apparently something on that list you made might be able to help her.”

      “Oh no. Won’t she get hungry if she doesn’t eat…uh…” During Beth’s stay at the Radley house, she and Mike had been careful to avoid any discussion of his sexual dalliances with the others, but he knew that she had long ago caught on. “Your…essence?”

      Dana had been turned into a zombie to infiltrate his home, but because his soul was bound to a nymph, his semen had powerful magical properties, which kept Dana from feeding on the living but only if she ate his cum. “She found a way to prolong the effects. She’ll be fine.”

      “I see.” Beth started to say something, then pretended to cough instead. “I guess I’ll go to my room now.”

      “Yeah, sure.” Mike picked up her backpack and her suitcase and followed her up the stairs, trying to avoid staring at her ass through her clothes. It was still a bad habit, and the nymph’s magic running through his blood didn’t make it any easier.

      Now on the third floor, he took her to her room, which was just down the hall from his own. At the far end of the hallway was a massive wardrobe made of black wood with beautiful silver inlays. He hadn’t gotten a chance to check it out since moving in; it always seemed like he was busy with something else. Right now, he needed to make sure Beth got settled and then check the rest of the house to see what else had changed. An unexplored room could hold many things, including a new resident, and he didn’t feel like running into another Jenny-type surprise.

      Later that night, Sofia the cyclops made them all a big dinner of lamb. They ate out by the fountain on some makeshift tables that Tink had put together from scrap. They all came out to celebrate their new roommate, the yard suddenly loud with their voices. Tink had put on a cute dress that Naia had helped her pick out, and Sofia wore a regal light-blue gown that came to her ankles. At eight feet tall, she towered over everyone else.

      When the sun had fully set, Cecilia the banshee made an appearance, her body hovering over the festivities. The three fairies circled overhead, looking very much like twinkling Christmas lights. Abella had taken her post on the roof, her sensitive ears turned toward the front of the house. The society kept a constant watch on the property, hoping to catch Mike off guard.

      That wasn’t going to happen. Mike smiled at the weird family that surrounded him. Even though Beth was still the outsider, they treated her like one of their own. It had simply made sense to offer her a room in the home, especially with the sinister forces determined to discover the secret of it.

      “Penny for your thoughts, lover.” Naia’s lips on his ear made him shiver in delight, and he reached back to wrap an arm around her waist.

      “What do you know about the real second floor?” he asked. She smelled of fresh rain on a summer day. “The one that appeared. The doors are all blocked.”

      “Surprisingly little, actually.” Naia rubbed Mike’s back through his shirt. “Emily mentioned it to me once, but it was shortly before she passed. She forbade the others from going there, as it had just appeared for her.”

      “Wait, so the second floor is technically new?”

      “I guess. One of the previous Caretakers may have mentioned it, but I couldn’t even tell you who.” Naia frowned. “Usually when you find something in the house, my memory of it returns. I’m sorry I can’t be of any more help.”

      “Don’t worry about—” Mike’s jaw dropped when a pair of dark figures stepped out into the light of the garden. Ratu wore a beautiful silk kimono with a golden dragon emblazoned across the front and back. Behind her stood the Minotaur Asterion, his giant ax in hand.

      “My colleague here was very adamant that we come tonight.”’ Ratu smiled, her tiara sparkling atop her head. The fairies had stopped where they were, dropping down to hide behind the others. “I found it comforting that you have already spent much effort making us feel welcome.”

      “Ratu.” Mike stood and offered the naga a hug, which she accepted. She licked his neck with her overly long tongue, which made him flinch. “I didn’t think you were coming. Don’t you need to be monitoring the Labyrinth?”

      “The Labyrinth will be fine for a bit; I have warded the entrance to notify me if it is breached. And I wasn’t going to come, but Asterion made me. Surprisingly, I missed seeing my visitors.” She smiled at Beth, who was looking at Asterion and blushing. “Welcome to your new home.”

      “Thank you.” Beth wore a black gown, with a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. Tink had stolen them earlier, wearing them around the house as a fashion accessory until Mike made her put them back. Beth rose from her seat at the table to shake hands with Ratu, then gave Asterion a hug. The Minotaur hesitated before hugging her back.

      “Well, it’s good to see you too.” Mike offered his hand to Asterion, who contemplated it for several seconds before shaking it.

      “We can be friends too,” he said. Mike thought it an odd thing to say but didn’t bother asking about it. Asterion found the vegetarian dish that Sofia had made specifically for Zel. Beth helped him put together a plate of it, which required that he set down his ax. Mike nearly laughed at his reluctance to do so, the Minotaur looking back and forth from his weapon to the food.

      Where was Zel? The centaur had been there for a while but had vanished. Mike excused himself and checked in her garage. He and Tink had redone a good portion of the small building. The door to get in was now a stall door with a top that opened separately. They had built her a stall to sleep in, with hay scattered on the floor and a comfortable quilt for her upper half. Her alchemist table was a mess—clearly she had been working on something.

      Stepping back out into the night, he skirted the fountain and walked around the house. There was a narrow corridor behind the home that had used to be thick with Mandragora vines, but that creature had left last week to replant itself. Walking toward the greenhouse, he saw that the door was open.

      “Zel?” He stepped through cautiously. Inside the greenhouse was a jungle that went for miles from the door, the door itself built on top of a large cliff overlooking it. He had been assured that the greenhouse held many rare and valuable specimens for potions and spells, but it was never anything he had gotten involved with. Zel spent most of her day at her table, working with the ingredients she had brought with her, and would go back into the greenhouse from time to time.

      “There you are.” He spotted her on the edge of the cliff. She was slightly taller than he was, her skin pale in the moonlight. Zel was wearing feathers she had braided into her hair, and a sleeveless tunic. Around her human waist was a large sash that matched the rest of her outfit. Her ankles were adorned with bracelets she and Tink had woven out of leather scraps, with bits of ribbon mixed in. “Everything okay?”

      “We’re about to find out.” Zel pointed at the sky. The moon was rising in the distance. It looked different from the one over his house. His best guess was that the greenhouse was somehow on another plane of existence. “I’ve been waiting for that.”

      “The moon? I mean, is it technically the moon? Our moon?” Mike had no idea what the name of the moon was. “Earth’s moon?” He at least felt like he was asking the right question.

      “That moon is not the same as yours, though they are similar. I could have used the moon in your backyard, but I didn’t want to do this in front of the others. Come here.” She patted a rock next to her, so Mike sat down. She pulled a slim vial from between her breasts. “I have to drink this right when the moon climbs over the horizon, and I want you to be here just in case.”

      “In case what?”

      “I’ve never told you the whole truth about why I’m here. Emily never let me live in the house, so I lived out here in the wilderness by myself.”

      Mike nodded. He had initially been distrustful of the centaur because of this fact but had quickly learned she was worth the risk. Her potions had amazing curative properties, although he didn’t always approve of the ingredients she used.

      “I told you I was being saved from a forced marriage to another chief’s son. But I never told you why. Betrothals aren’t uncommon among high-ranking families. They are usually arranged shortly after birth. It allows us to monitor bloodlines, make familial alliances, whatever helps the herd. Breaking a betrothal is forbidden without very good reason.”

      “I see. Were you hoping to marry for love or something like that?”

      “What? Oh, no, nothing quite so simple.” Zel walked along the edge of the cliff, her tail swishing in the light breeze drifting across the cliff tops. Mike noticed the ripples in her human hair, how the gusts caught the edges of her tunic and revealed a little more of the tanned skin beneath. “Centaurs are proud. I believe this is a stereotype that carries over into this world, yes?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then understand the differences between us. When a human is born with a disability, what do you do?”

      “Depends on the disability. Do surgery if it’s fixable. Otherwise, learn how to raise it and love it like a normal person would.” It’s what he would do, anyway. Life wasn’t always so kind.

      “Centaurs will meet you halfway. If it can be fixed, we do it. Our medicine is second to none, and plans will immediately be made to prep the child for recovery. However, if something is really wrong, something that can’t be fixed with medicine, then there’s a different solution.”

      “What’s that?” Mike thought he knew where this was going.

      “When I was young, my dam’s friend gave birth to a child that was born with legs that would never hold him up. They were hideous and malformed. The chief killed the child for them so the tribe would never be burdened.”

      “That sounds terrible.” The death of any child would be, and he winced inwardly. His hunch had been correct.

      “Yes, but is it actually? A tribe can be forced to move at a moment’s notice. It can be for reasons of war, or a hunt, or even something as simple as a forest fire. Such a creature would be unable to hunt or support himself, and he would never be allowed to breed. Is it crueler to end such a creature or to allow it to live with the misery of its own existence?”

      “That’s one of those workplace conversations you’re not supposed to have.” Mike gave Zel a grin, but she clearly didn’t understand what he meant. “For humans, we have an argument similar to that. For a lot of people, it comes down to what it means to be alive and maybe if their god disapproves of it.”

      “Centaurs have no such debate…usually.” Zel had stopped walking, her eyes on the horizon. “You see, I was born with a disfigurement that could not be fixed. However, it wouldn’t hinder my contribution to the tribe either, so my parents chose to hide it. When I was young, I lost them both to a troll raid, and only my aunt knew of my condition. She was, after all, the midwife at my birth.”

      “Go on.”

      “There are many legends about centaurs. We have theories, but the only thing we know for sure is that we are half human, half horse.” Zel’s face suddenly grew red. “But if you ever meet another centaur, do not tell them that.”

      Mike nodded.

      “Anyway, where does the horse end and the woman begin?” Zel pulled up on her shirt. The fine gray hairs of her horseflesh eventually melded into a smooth human belly. “It’s different for everyone. It isn’t uncommon for a centaur to be a horse up to their pecs, or even human along their belly. That can be covered by clothing and doesn’t hurt anything. However, a centaur baby can be born with a horse’s head, or even human feet. Such a creature is usually destroyed right away by its own parents.

      “You see, I was born with such a deformity, one that is easily hidden but would become all too obvious on my wedding night.” Zel turned her back to him, her tail swishing to and fro. She reached back to grab it and pulled it out of the way. Mike wasn’t certain what he was supposed to be looking at.

      “It looks okay to me.” Beneath her tail, the light fur faded into the soft flesh of a beautiful vagina. He was surprised at how normal it looked until it finally dawned on him. “Oh shit, you’re a human back here!”

      “Yes. Centaurs mate from the waist down. I was born with a human vagina, one that will not accommodate a horse’s cock or a centaur child.” She let go of her tail. “No matter what precautions I could have taken, my deception would have been uncovered on the wedding night. It not only would have been a grave insult to my new husband and his family but would likely have resulted in my execution.”

      “Just because you have a human vagina?”

      “I am an abomination, unable to breed and carry on the royal lineage. My parents let me live, thinking they could someday find a way to make me whole. This greenhouse is a legend to my people, and my aunt tasked me with finding a way to cure my affliction and someday return to my tribe.”

      “And have you?”

      Zel’s head dropped. “Yes and no. You see, such a feat can be accomplished only by the combination of science and magic, but magic is, by nature, often wild. I did find an ingredient that would work, though, and a ready supply of it.”

      “Are you talking about my sperm?” He felt like his semen was officially the Swiss Army knife of alchemy these days.

      “I am. Your semen alone contains a powerful life force, but there is something more. It carries residue of an old magic, something wild and untamable. By that nature, I had to make a choice. I could try to create a potion to restore my equine qualities or to amplify my human ones. In the realm of risks, one could say that only one of those is a safe bet.”

      “So you’re saying that you made a potion that will turn you human?”

      Zel nodded. “I hope so.”

      “But why? I think you are amazing as you are.”

      “I may be amazing, but I am alone. I can never truly be a part of my tribe—the most I can hope for is to be cast out, much like I already am. And though I may be a part of this household, I can’t even go inside due to the size of my body and the way my hooves slip on your wooden floor. I am limited, and I do not like it.”

      “Zel.” Mike shook his head. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

      “It is no fault of yours. This is something I have lived with and will likely continue to.” The moon was nearly risen now. “The light of the rising moon is the last ingredient. The moon signifies change and transformation, life and birth. I hope it may signal my own transformation as well. If it fails…I did not think I could bear for the others to see the result.”

      “Then let’s see what happens together.” He crossed his legs, shifting to make himself more comfortable. It was a pretty evening here in the greenhouse, and the others wouldn’t come looking for him right away.

      She nodded, holding up the vial so the light of the moon shined through it. The moment the moon crested the jungle, the liquid inside took on a golden hue, glowing intensely like a tiny star. Zel stepped away from the edge of the cliff, then turned around to sit across from Mike.

      “To wild magic.” She pulled a small cork out of the top of the vial and swallowed its contents. An amber glow descended across her body like a shimmering gown of light, then shifted outward. Zel cried out, tilting forward onto the ground. Mike got off the rock and tried to help her up, but the curtain of light was swirling around her now, pinning her to the ground.

      “Zel, are you okay?” He was answered by a scream. From where he sat, he could hear a series of snapping noises coming from where her legs were. Steam rose from below her, the shimmering light blinding him now. He closed his eyes and held tightly to Zel, who was now crushing his hand in hers.

      Zel screamed several more times before growing quiet. The light faded, the steam gently drifting off the cliff. His eyes still hadn’t adjusted, her dark form dimly lit by the moon. She shifted in front of him, messing with the large sash around her waist.

      “Please. Help me stand.” Her hands were trembling. Mike got up on his knees and pulled. Zel pressed into him, her breasts pushing into his chest. She used his shoulders to stand, her body shaking. The sash she had loosened tumbled across her lower body to become an ankle-length skirt. She grunted, standing with Mike.

      “It…it worked!” He stared in awe. The potion had made her human!

      “Not quite. A failure, albeit an interesting one.” Stepping away from Mike, she grabbed her skirt and lifted it. Her feet were a cross between human and horse, large hooves where her toes should be. Her muscular calves were not the smooth skin of a human but rather the furry limbs of a beast. Inspecting her transformation, she pulled the skirt higher. Somewhere near the top of her thighs, the fur morphed into human flesh. When she dropped her skirt, she made a face. Frowning, she pulled a small knife from her pocket and turned around, stabbing the fabric.

      “What are you—” She pulled her tail through the opening. It was nearly as long as her legs.

      “That is certainly inconvenient.” Zel shifted her hips from side to side, the tail swishing against her skirt. “I imagine it will be difficult to find pants that fit.”

      “So is this…is this you now?”

      She smirked, the moonlight sparkling in her eyes like gemstones. “No. When I made the potion, I deliberately built in a failsafe. It’s meant to be temporary and could last only an hour or maybe even a couple of days. Given the nature of its components, specifically your contribution, I can only guess. Hmm.” She hiked up her skirt again, revealing a perfectly smooth human ass with a horse’s tail right above it. “I would estimate that I am roughly 20 percent equine still. It’s mostly in the legs. This form at least grants me mobility, but I’m afraid the tail prevents proper integration into human society.”

      “I mean, if it helps, human society really isn’t that great to begin with.” It was the whole reason he loved living in the house. He had never fit in very well with other people, quickly finding a spiritual synergy with his new roommates. “You have to pay taxes.”

      “You can tell me about these taxes some other time.” Zel pulled him closer. “Dance with me.”

      “D-Dance?”

      “It’s something I’ve always wanted to do. To dance like humans do.” She placed her hands around his shoulders. She was slightly shorter than he was now, her intense eyes sparkling. “Please dance with me.”

      “I, uh…” He put his hands around her waist. He wasn’t exceptionally good at dancing, but he had learned a few basic slow dances from a previous girlfriend who’d thought it would help with his past intimacy issues. Naturally, it hadn’t. “Okay. It’s been a while, but I’ll do my best.”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and opened his music. He had tons to pick from—for the longest time when he was in college, he had made a little money on the side by putting albums on flash drives for other students. He loaded up Paramore’s “The Only Exception” and started moving to the beat.

      Zel closed her eyes, allowing Mike to lead her. They danced in a small circle, illuminated only by the rising moon. Zel’s hair and tail trailed behind her, her movements quickly becoming more graceful as she adapted to her new legs. Near the end of the song, Mike gave her a little twirl, watching her skirt and tail flare out in a large circle beneath her waist. When he pulled her back in, her eyes were open and her mouth hungry, her lips finding his.

      “Mmh!” Mike nearly fell over, shifting his weight. He circled her waist with his hands, feeling her supple ass through the thin fabric of her skirt. She traced her fingers along his upper back, exploring the curves of his shoulder blades, then touched his face.

      She broke the kiss, gazing deeply into his eyes. “Pardon my aggressive nature. I worry that the duration of the potion will be short and desire to experience a few things before it ends.”

      He laughed. “I kind of figured.”

      “I am unbroken. In human terms, that means I am virginal and have never engaged in sexual relations with another living being. I do have experience, but it has all been with inanimate objects.”

      “Then it’s time to change that.” Mike kissed her some more, touching her jawline and then running his hands through her hair. He could feel how nervous she was, sense the trepidation as her fingers explored his body. She had touched him so confidently before, when she’d been a centaur.

      Fear of rejection, lover. This time, the innate sexual sense that had manifested itself before had a voice, and it belonged to Naia. She’s afraid you will find her incomplete state unappealing. Touch her somewhere else.

      Hearing the nymph’s voice in his head startled him but only for a moment. After all, her magic was his own, and it may have been his own voice he was hearing. He listened, moving his hand down her breast to her waist, then spinning her around. She let out a small, playful shriek, then pressed her ass into his groin. He reached around her, running his hand up along her belly. With his other hand, he rubbed her ass first, then moved up to stroke the hair of her tail. He ran his fingers through the stiff hairs, then tugged it past his waist, pulling her ass harder against him.

      Zel let out a moan. She tilted her head back, giving him access to her neck. He kissed it, deliberately teasing her by breathing out by her ears. She laughed, taking the hand on her belly and bringing it up to her breast. With her fingers interlocked with his, she showed him how she liked her breasts squeezed. He marveled at how supple they felt through her leather tunic.

      She grabbed his hip. Mike pulled his hand free of hers and felt along her belly, moving his fingers down beneath the fabric of her dress. Her smooth human skin transitioned into the soft felt of horseflesh in places, but she was all human when he neared her labia.

      “Nngh!” Her hips bucked forward when he touched the engorged lips of her pussy, her swollen clitoris still folded away. She was already soaking wet, her furry thighs slick with her juices. Mike took his time, teasing her outer folds and stroking her inner thighs. With his other hand, he slowly pulled her skirt up, revealing her legs to him.

      In the light of the moon, it looked like she was wearing gray leggings with the crotch ripped out of them. She had no true pubic hair, rather a soft patch of felt where it should have been. He tucked the front of the skirt into the waistband, which held it open. He used both hands now, his left to tease her outer folds and his right to spread her open and penetrate her. She moaned loudly, grinding her ass against his cock, which had become hard beneath his pants. He pushed back, his dick now between her buttocks.

      He bit her on the neck, lightly. She shivered, moving her ass out of the way to squeeze his cock through his pants. When she rocked her hips, his fingers moved in and out of her.

      It took her several tries, but she managed to free his cock from his pants, stroking him with a firm grip. He pushed her forward, and she got on her hands and knees in front of him, shaking her tail in his face. He grabbed a handful of the wiry hair and pulled, thrusting his hard cock inside her.

      The sound she made was somewhere between a growl and a laugh, her legs trembling. He kept a tight hold of her tail, pumping himself into her while running his other hand along her hips and legs. He liked how her fur became incredibly soft right where it turned into skin, petting those parts of her while he pounded her from behind. When she lifted her head to look back, he used his other hand to grab a handful of her hair, pulling back on that as well. Her head tilted skyward, a throaty laugh emanating from her mouth, followed by a loud moan.

      Be a little rough. Naia giggled in his mind. Was she actually there? Could she sense what he was doing, watching him from afar? Or was this just that small part of her soul grafted onto his? Would she experience his life all at once when he died, or would it just be random memories she could pull up and view like an old movie?

      Mike thrust into Zel roughly, yanking her head back. He wrapped her tail around his hand like a rope, alternating his yanks between head and tail.

      “Harder. Harder!”

      He fought the urge to shout “giddyap,” letting out a small yell instead. She reached back to play with her clit, her fingertips brushing against his shaft. Several minutes passed this way, her body going limp and giving him full control. Her cries came in loud bursts, and a small orgasm ripped through her. She pulled her head free of his grasp and crawled off him, turning in place to face him. She kissed him hard, her tongue tracing circles on his while she pushed him onto his back.

      “Now it’s my turn to ride you.” She pinned his shoulders down and lowered herself onto his cock, shuddering in pleasure when he sank into her. Her vagina was deep, easily taking him all the way down to his balls. She lifted herself until he almost slipped out of her, then slammed herself back down. It didn’t take long before her self-control eroded, eyes closed while she bounced up and down, pausing occasionally to grind her thick clit against his pubic bone. She grunted through clenched teeth each time she did this, her eyes shut in concentration. Mike grabbed onto her hips before moving his hands down to her furry thighs to help her move. When he could, he teased her by tilting his hips to pull out his cock, then pushed it back in when her cries became desperate.

      “Oh shit,” she hissed, the rhythm of her hips suddenly irregular, her whole body tensing up. He grabbed onto the tops of her thighs and pulled her tightly against him, lifting his hips off the ground. Looking down, he could see her engorged clit appear and disappear from view as she pressed into him, his lap suddenly wet with her fluids.

      She let out a loud grunt that sounded suspiciously like the neighing of a horse, her whole upper body now vertical and both hands squeezing her breasts through the thick fabric of her tunic. She quaked above him, and her vagina squeezed down on the head of his cock. He held back his own orgasm, lifting a hand to tenderly caress her cheek. Letting out a final squeal, Zel squirted all over his lap, soaking his skin and the ground beneath them.

      She collapsed, her face fitting perfectly in the crook of his shoulder. They were both breathing hard, just slightly out of sync with each other. Zel didn’t wait long to start stroking him, keeping his dick nice and hard.

      “It’s so much better with someone else.” She teased his urethra with the pad of her thumb. “And it was definitely better than I imagined it would be.”

      “I’m glad to—oh!” Zel had moved quick, crawling down to suck him into her mouth. She was using one hand on the base of his shaft and the other to massage his balls, easily taking him deep with her own lubrication to help. Mike lifted his head to watch her, using a hand to pull her hair aside for a better look.

      Zel’s hands worked miracles on his shaft, and he blew his load in her mouth. Her cheeks bulged out, and he could hear her swallow in surprise. She pulled her mouth away, trying to catch what she could in an empty vial she had pulled from somewhere. Giving him a couple last strokes, she caught a few decent globs in her flask.

      “That felt wonderful, Zel.”

      “Mm-hmm.” She pulled out another vial and held it to her lips. Semen and spit filled it, far more than she had caught in the other. “You came way more than I thought you would. I swallowed some and wasted it.”

      Mike chuckled. He didn’t feel like it was a waste. There was something sexy about knowing that his seed was in a woman’s stomach. “Let me guess. You’re going to run some tests?”

      “Absolutely.” She gave him a light peck on the lips. “If I haven’t reverted by tomorrow night, could we do this again?”

      “I think that would be fun.” They helped each other stand, and he fixed her skirt for her. “But for now, would you like to go to a party with me?” He held out his arm.

      “I would love to.” She pocketed the vials and slid her arm through his. Together they stepped through the door of the greenhouse and back into the real world. When they walked into the garden, the fairies were flying around, music coming from their glowing insect-like bodies. Each fairy was only nine inches tall, and all three of them flew circles around him as he made his way back to the party. Beth was showing Asterion how to eat a piece of pie, and Tink was in a heated argument with Ratu over what appeared to be the last meatball.

      He smiled.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, let’s do this.” Mike put on the mask Tink had given him. It had a HEPA filter built in and was identical to the one she wore. When she crouched to place the drill in the lock, her tail lifted her skirt just enough that he could see her bare green buttocks. He stifled a laugh, which was easy behind the mask. “Abella, are you set?”

      “I’m ready.” She spoke from outside the window. The house was largely made of wood, but all across the roof and siding were iron handholds that had been attached to metal framing in the home. Surprisingly, this bay of windows had plenty of them, allowing the gargoyle to supervise. Mike’s main concern involved something unfriendly beyond the door that may decide to pounce on them. They had chosen the door at the end of the hall so that Abella could quickly get between them and anything that may come after them.

      “Cerulea?” The little blue fairy sat on his shoulder, her fingers clutching his hair. She gave him a tiny thumbs-up. While not entirely certain how she could contribute, he had found her teasing birds in the garden this morning and thought it better to give her a job for the day. Beth had decided to spend her morning looking into the missing storage unit items so was probably having breakfast downstairs with Sofia. The cyclops had taken to prepping meals in the mornings and most evenings. Her duties in the Library were minimal, and she was grateful just to have some other people to talk to.

      Tink’s new drill came to life in her hand, and she pushed the bit into the lock, causing a loud grinding noise to fill the hallway. Mike winced, the sound reminding him of having a tooth drilled. Tink gave him the signal, and he stepped in with his Shop-Vac to suck out the debris. Small wisps of smoke came out of the lock, and Tink swapped out for a smaller bit, the lenses on her goggles switching places to tell her where to drill next. She tackled the lock at an upward angle now, pushing the bit in until it disappeared.

      “Fucking, fuck, fuck,” Tink hissed when the bit broke. She had the replacement ready, her tail whipping back and forth while she switched out and continued the assault. When finished, she grabbed the knob and wiggled the door back and forth while Mike put the hose on the lock. Hard chunks rattled through the hose.

      “The culprit is clever, I must admit,” Abella said when he stopped the vacuum. Tink held a series of thin wires in her hand, her tongue sticking out while she probed the lock.

      “I don’t know that playing with your shit makes you clever.” Mike stepped back when the knob turned. Tink held a finger to her lips, then grabbed the hammer hanging from her waist. Mike sighed and loosened the knife in his belt. It was a magical blade that could cut through anything, even spirits. He had never actually used it on anyone, but he felt better having it on him. It had occurred to him that he could probably cut the bolt itself, but what if the door had been sealed to keep something inside?

      “I’m ready.” Abella was holding on to the windowsill, ready to launch herself into the hall. She had curled her wings in, her clawed hands squeezing the wood tight enough to leave marks.

      “Let’s do this.” He nodded, and Tink pushed open the door. The room inside was simple, a small wardrobe in one corner and a bed against the wall. There were no windows, and the room had a bathroom not much larger than a closet.

      “There’s nobody here.” He moved toward the bed, but Tink was ahead of him. She knelt, her nostrils flaring. She shook her head, then grabbed the sheets on the bed and yanked them off. The mattress was old and looked like it had almost never been used.

      “Well?” Abella had carefully climbed through the window and stood in the door. Cerulea’s beetle wings emitted a loud buzz while she circled the room, her antenna twitching.

      “Nothing.” Mike looked at the other side of the door. Other than the remaining blockage in place, it was normal. “Does this mean it was sealed from the outside?”

      “I don’t think that’s…” Abella’s eyes widened, and Mike turned. Tink was on top of the bed when it threw itself into the air, launching the goblin up. Mike stepped to the right and caught her. The bed charged the doorway, its metal legs squeaking.

      It threw itself through the air, and Abella smacked it so hard that it broke apart upon hitting the floor. They all stared at the broken furniture in disbelief.

      “Was…was that another mimic?” Mike asked. The clock in the front room had secretly been a mimic, but Dana had restored it to life and taken it with her when she had left.

      “Not mimic.” Tink slid out of Mike’s arms. She picked up one of the busted legs, then dropped it when it tried to curl around her. “Mimic much stronger.”

      “It’s been—” Abella spun in place, her powerful tail smashing through the wardrobe that rushed at her and turning it into a pile of splintered planks. Tink had jumped back into Mike’s arms in surprise, and he held her tightly. “…enchanted.”

      “How can you tell? I mean, other than the obvious.” Mike, suddenly aware that he was squeezing Tink’s breast, set her down.

      “Look.” Abella picked up one of the boards, and it wiggled in her grasp. “See how each piece still moves? If it were a creature, it would be dead. A blanket animation enchantment would cause individual components to persist like this.”

      “Well, who would cast a spell like that?” Mike asked. Abella opened her mouth to respond, but they all heard the low whistle of air across the room. Where the wardrobe had been standing was a large hole in the wall. Mike groaned.

      “I should have known.” He walked back into the hall and opened up Tink’s toolbox. He brought back flashlights and handed them out. “I’m hoping this doesn’t go to another Labyrinth.”

      “Not sure.” Tink was inspecting the inside of the hole. “Not natural. Someone chew hole.”

      “Did you say ‘chew’?”

      “Yes. Big teeth, look.” Tink ran her fingers around the edge, and Mike saw the large grooves. Beyond the plaster and wood was a thick layer of something that looked like particle board. He shined the light in the hole and marveled at the weird collection of vents and pipes on the inside.

      “Not a cave. It almost looks like someone tunneled through the house.” Of course, the statement was only half-true. The length of tunnel he was looking at would easily carry them outside the external wall. “In for a penny, in for a pound, I guess.”

      “Tink first.” She scurried into the hole, her goggles on. She could see in the dark with those but used her flashlight to illuminate the passage ahead. “Husband come, then rock girl.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Abella was able to squeeze through the opening with her wings folded in, then extend them once the shaft widened to about ten feet. The passageway creaked ominously under her weight, but it held. They moved slowly, all three of them sweeping the area with their flashlights. Cerulea had dimmed her own glow, hidden just behind his shoulder. The space made Mike think of one of those sci-fi movies where the heroes crawled through the belly of a big ship—pipes and large vents seemed to be connected with no real direction intended, and he even spotted a broken door that opened into solid concrete.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “Inside house,” Tink whispered. She looked back at him. “Between walls. Bad place, be very careful.”

      “I don’t understand. This is the house?” Mike touched one of the walls. He had figured this was just another interdimensional space the home was connected to.

      “It is very bad. None of us know much, but on a couple occasions, the house got damaged badly enough that we saw a space like this.” Abella tapped on a pipe with her finger. “It’s all beyond me, but I imagine this is where the house keeps…itself, I guess. All folded up between the walls.”

      “I see.” Mike touched a different pipe. He wondered if Naia’s spring moved through any of them.

      “Not good for house.” Tink patted a random piece of wood that stuck out of the wall. “We find other side, then Tink fix right away.”

      “You can fix this?”

      “Mm-hmm. Tink patch up walls. Once both sides patched, tunnel close up like scab. No be inside when happen.”

      “Or?”

      Tink turned around to face him. She squeezed both hands together and blew a loud raspberry. “Husband become jam.”

      “Interesting.” He followed her in silence. Up ahead, a dim light filled the corridor, and someone had laid down a tattered red carpet. They moved into a large room that had been piled high with broken furniture and various trinkets along the walls. The room was lit by a singular lamp, which had been tilted to cast its glow on an antique high chair made of wood. Sitting in the chair was a creature about two feet tall, wringing its hands together like a nervous fly. It shifted forward into the light for a better look at them, a tiny gold crown on its head and a dirty robe draped across its shoulders. Long white hairs along its jaw made it look like it had a beard.

      “Oh fuck,” Mike whispered.

      “Who dares to enter the rat king’s domain?” A shadow by the high chair stepped into the light. This rat was not as big as the rat king but still stood at just over a foot tall. It wore a dark pair of glasses that Mike was certain had been stolen off a Mr. Potato Head toy. “You are trespassing in his kingdom!”

      “No trespass!” Tink was pulling her hammer free, but Mike was able to grab her by her pigtails and pull her back before she could move any closer.

      “My name is Mike. I am the new Caretaker of this home.” At the word Caretaker, a muttering filled the room, and he watched several rats appear from the shadows, their beady eyes shimmering while they inspected him. “Was it you who clogged up the doors of my home?”

      “Where is Emily?” The rat king spoke this time, his voice surprisingly deep. He had leaned farther forward, revealing a yardstick with a green gemstone duct-taped to the top of it.

      “My great-aunt Emily has passed away. I am her heir.” The muttering this time was louder.

      “Silence!” the rat king commanded. “So the Destroyer is dead?”

      “Uh…if you mean Emily, then yes.” Mike was startled when the whole room erupted into cheers, the rats around the room dancing in place with one another. The rat king let them have their fun for several seconds before raising a hand in the air.

      “This is truly a great day, for we have lived in the shadows long enough.” He pointed his scepter at Mike. “In the spirit of good cheer, I give you one week, child of man, to conclude your business in my kingdom.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You have seven days to move out. After seven days, if you and your ilk have not vacated this property, then we will consider it a declaration of war.” The room was now silent, the rats all looking to Mike for his response.

      “This…this is a joke, right? We don’t need a war. Actually, I have no problem with you being here, but you can’t be chewing holes in the walls or shitting in my doors. There’s plenty of room for everybody to—”

      “Silence!” It was the rat king’s speaker now, and he was holding a kitchen mallet. “His Majesty has been gracious enough to grant you this boon, and you will honor him by accepting it.”

      Mike felt the air behind him shift and looked back to see that Abella had unfolded her wings, her face becoming a mask of anger. All around the room, the rats began to move, waiting for Mike’s reaction. Where had these rodents come from, and why were they suddenly so determined to take over his house?

      “Cheese-fucking rat king go stick shiny rock up his ass!” Tink kicked a rat that had gotten too close to her, knocking it backward into a pile of wood. Rats nearby bared their teeth, letting out a collective hiss that had Mike gripping his dagger tightly.

      “Now, look—” he said, but the rat king leaned to the right, his fingers closing on the end of a very long cord with a number nine pool ball attached to the end. He gave the cord a yank, and the ground vibrated beneath them. He looked down and saw that the floor had a pair of thick seams just beneath his feet.

      “You’ve gotta be—” was all he managed to say before the trap opened and all three of them tumbled into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The wind on the mountains was violent today, and it whipped Yuki’s long white hair across her face. Frustrated, she grabbed at the stray strands and wrapped them up tightly along the back of her head, then used her magic to summon an icicle to serve as a hair stick.

      She stood at the entrance to a grove of trees. It used to be the entrance to this world she was trapped in but long ago had been cut off on the other side by the accursed Emily. It had been over a year now since she had sensed the passing of the former Caretaker, and she had spent many weeks trying to figure out what magic had sealed her here now that she was unafraid of being caught.

      A couple of weeks ago, she had awoken in a cold sweat to discover that the house had been passed on and a new Caretaker had taken possession of it. Her hatred of Emily had brought her straight to this place, and she had wasted no time in sending her magic into the grove. It was a simple spell, one that the new Caretaker would be inexperienced at identifying until it was far too late.

      Every day, she came to this spot and sent the magic through. Sometimes she sensed the new Caretaker just on the other side of the trees, their presence close enough that she would ready her magic.

      For once the new Caretaker stepped into this place, she would kill them and take her rightful place as the protector of the house. No human could be trusted with the powerful inheritance that came with ownership, and it was only a matter of time before their own interests betrayed a member of the house.

      Much like Yuki had been betrayed. At the faint memory of her final encounter with Emily, she touched the eye patch she wore, her fingers lingering for a few seconds.

      She had waited at this place for several hours every day, and today would be no different. As the sun finally set in the sky, she let out a huff of disgust and turned her back on the grove. As she walked through the snow, her tails twitched angrily behind her, and she looked back only once, her hatred radiating off her as an icy aura that summoned flakes of snow.

      “I will kill you,” she muttered. Her voice was ripped away by the howling winds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Roommate Trouble

          

        

      

    

    
      Beth sat at the large dining room table with a small plate of bacon, some coffee, and a decorative plate with the remnants of a strawberry crepe. She scribbled a few more words on a notepad by her laptop, frowning at the list.

      “Any luck?” Sofia asked, walking in with her own breakfast. The cyclops took the seat across from Beth. A few of the chairs in the formal dining room had been designed for larger people, allowing the cyclops to sit comfortably at the table. As far as Beth could tell, it was made of one piece of wood, which was impossible unless it had been built inside the room. Even then, the piece of wood it had come from would have been larger than the door. So unless the room and house had been built around it, it had to be magic-related.

      “Sort of.” Beth held up her list. “As far as I can tell, a lot of stuff that is missing can be tracked down to a shop in Colorado that buys and sells weird shit, which saves me plenty of time. However, they aren’t answering their phone, so I’m not sure where to go from here.” Over a week ago, Beth had discovered an unknown storage unit belonging to the home’s previous owner and had gone to investigate. She hadn’t known at the time that some of those objects would be magical, nor had she expected the home itself to be an immensely powerful magical item. The discovery had both thrilled and terrified her. A large box had been sold at an auction by mistake, and now the unknown objects were out there somewhere like ticking bombs, ready to wreak havoc.

      “Well, I suppose it’s for the best. It’s not like the society can use any of those to get in and attack us anymore. Not as long as Mike winds the sundial every morning.” Once Mike twisted the sundial, he had twenty-four hours to twist it again. The magical stone lions out front would smash anybody who stepped into the yard and posed a threat to the house.

      “Is it though? The assumption is that anything kept here was kept for a reason, but who knows?” Beth chewed on her lower lip, her eyes on her computer screen. What were you up to, Emily? she wondered.

      “Well, let’s just hope that—” Sofia’s large purple eye glowed intensely, indicating a psychic vision of imminent danger. She reached across the table and grabbed Beth by the front of her robe, then pulled her across the dark wood, scattering both their breakfasts onto the floor.

      Above where Beth had been sitting, the plaster of the ceiling cracked and burst, two figures falling through onto the table below, their bodies aglow in blue light. Through the dust, Beth saw Mike scramble to his feet, his face covered in white powder, with the fairy Cerulea clinging to his lips. He grabbed Tink and yanked her clear. A thousand pounds of gargoyle crashed through behind them, the sudden weight causing the table to splinter and break. Her wings splayed out, knocking the chairs away from where she landed.

      “Abella, are you okay?” Beth knelt by the gargoyle.

      Abella opened her dark eyes and let out a disappointed sigh. “Yeah. My pride took a hit though. My wings got caught up, and I couldn’t do much but slow my fall.” She stared up into the opening above them. There was movement behind the dust.

      “Cheese-eating fuck-faced rat!” Tink pulled a hammer off her belt and hurled it at hole from her place on the floor. The moment it left her hand, a brown figure stuck its face out through the smoky cloud only to be struck by the heavy tool. The rat, about a foot tall, fell out of the hole to land on Abella. Abella grabbed the rodent by the scruff of the neck, but it had gone limp, already dead.

      “Gross. Looks like you got him,” Beth said.

      “One of many.” Mike stood on shaky legs. “I’m honestly at a loss here. They actually laid a trap for us.”

      “Who did?” Beth put out an arm, helping Mike to the wall.

      “The rat king.” Mike sneezed, a cloud of dust leaving the top of his head and revealing the brown hair beneath. “Little bastard informed us this home belonged to him, and then he pulled an actual cord that opened a trapdoor beneath us.”

      “Sounds like diplomacy failed, then.”

      Mike laughed, then coughed. “Yeah. I told them they were welcome to stay, but apparently that isn’t good enough. Little fucker is giving us a week to clear out before he makes us leave. Little shit.”

      Beth fought the grin behind her lips. “Did he have a crown?”

      “Really? That’s what you want to ask?” Mike coughed, then sneezed, another cloud of dust floating away from his hair. After several seconds, his lips curled into a smile. “Yeah. I don’t know, maybe they found a soda can or something and chewed it into shape.”

      “So what next?”

      “Smash them all.” Tink had reclaimed her hammer, her eyes on the hole in the ceiling. “Make rat jam, feed to snake witch.”

      “That’s one option.” He walked beneath the hole. “Oh, and the tunnels the rats are using make no sense by the way.”

      “How so?”

      “Take a look.” He dug through his pockets and pulled out a flashlight. The beam was visible in the dust-filled hole, revealing a series of pipes and vents and what looked to be a tiny door about twelve feet up.

      “That would put that room…” Beth thought about the layout of the house. “In the middle of the hall.”

      “Yep. It’s like the cave and the Labyrinth. Interdimensional.” He looked at Abella and Tink. “For now, I guess we need to get cleaned up and patch this hole. I don’t want the rats following us down here. Then I’m going to see what Naia knows.”

      “Stupid fucking rats.” Tink stormed off, likely headed to the garage, where her tool bench was. Mike and Abella followed her, the floor creaking eerily under her heavy footsteps. Sofia and Beth watched the hole above, but there was no further movement. After a few minutes, Beth picked up the dead rat.

      “What are you going to do with it?” Sofia asked.

      “I’m going to see what a snake witch knows about sentient rats.” She knelt to pick up her broken coffee mug. “And get some more coffee. Are you good here?”

      “Yes.” Sofia pulled a small knife from her belt and gave her wrist a flick. The edge unfolded itself several times, becoming a thin blade nearly five feet long. “I think I’ve got a handle on the situation.”

      “Great. Thank you.” Beth wandered to the kitchen for a new cup of coffee with a smile on her face.

      It was going to be another fun-filled day.
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        * * *

      

      Beth finished what was left of her coffee, then set her mug down on her dresser. She picked up her backpack, the contents rustling. She had stuffed the rat in a couple of grocery bags, hoping it wouldn’t start to stink too soon.

      The closet in Beth’s room was terribly small. At most, she could hang a few clothes and maybe put in a reasonably sized shoe bench. However, if she turned the knob a certain way, the interior of the closet opened to a large cave that would take her down to the Labyrinth. She had made the trip several times, enough that she was starting to recognize some of its features. With no light to see by, she carried a rechargeable flashlight. The cave opened out into an enormous underground complex with a switchback path that led down to the cave proper. The path was tediously long, and she had already asked Tink what it would take to install a more convenient flight of stairs that went to the bottom. The little goblin had promised to get to it once they finished fixing up the house.

      The cavern was lit by intensely glowing moss, the Labyrinth below by torches. She walked past the reflecting pool, stopping to look at herself in it. The pool was a shortcut back to the house. It was convenient not to have to climb up the path, but she would have to change clothes or have Naia dry her out. It wouldn’t matter if she stayed here too long—the closet would close itself up after a few minutes of inactivity.

      There was a metal panel in the floor that would open the Labyrinth, but Beth heard the large iron doors rumbling long before she even got there. The dark gap between the doors revealed the Minotaur waiting within, his ax clutched tightly in his hands. He relaxed when she drew near, slinging his weapon over one shoulder.

      “Greetings, friend.” His voice was a low, syrupy rumble that made Beth’s stomach flutter. While Asterion was not the best conversationalist, his body was all muscle and his large cock had made their initial meeting extremely exciting, though it had made walking uncomfortable for a day or so. Just the memory of his thick dark cock sliding into her made her feel a little dizzy.

      “Are you okay?” Asterion sounded concerned.

      “Right as rain.” She had spaced out for a second. She gave the Minotaur a quick hug, her arms sliding around his waist. “I need to see Ratu. We have a problem upstairs that she may be able to help with.”

      “Hmm.” He turned around and looked back at her. “Then we should go now.”

      Asterion led her through the long halls of the Labyrinth, taking her through shortcuts that would suddenly appear before them. Occasionally looking back, Beth got chills watching the paths disappear. The Labyrinth itself was much like a living creature, clearly run by a magical mechanism that ensured it was constantly changing in places. They ended up in an underground tunnel, the sound of water rushing over them. Beth wondered if the tunnel had always been there, or if Ratu herself had carved it out while in her giant snake form.

      Asterion grabbed Beth by the hand to steer her around part of the passageway that looked no different from the others. The Labyrinth was heavily booby-trapped, and when she looked back, she still couldn’t see what he had actually avoided.

      “What would have happened if we had gone through the middle?”

      “Crushed. Then drowned.” When they neared the other side, he slid in between a couple of stalagmites. She stepped through with him and discovered another side cave. Every time he escorted her through the Labyrinth, it was a different path. She wondered how he kept track of it all.

      Asterion barely fit through a narrow gap in the wall, but when he emerged, it was into the bright central chamber of the Labyrinth. Half the chamber was stacked full of magical items and treasures, with long tables dedicated to their organization. The other half of the chamber was neat and tidy, with a small oriental temple in the corner. It was only about twenty feet tall and looked like it would fit in perfectly at a golf course, but Beth knew that the temple was actually larger on the inside. Huge silken clothes were hung, flapping in the light of the torches that had self-ignited when they’d arrived.

      Up above, a large gemstone gave off light like a tiny sun, warming the cavern. It was held in place by a series of chains hooked to the rocks below.

      “I will get her.” Asterion seated Beth at a table with a small tea set and a journal. Oddly enough, a pretty silver necklace with a blue stone hung from a small display stand in the middle. Beth set her backpack down and poured herself some tea. Steam floated up from her cup. She added just a touch of honey from the jar by the tea set, stirring it in with her spoon.

      Several minutes passed. Beth had crossed her legs, the one on top bouncing anxiously. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and turned to look. The blue pendant swung like a tiny pendulum. At first Beth thought she had bumped the table but then realized her legs had been nowhere near it. The necklace did seem quite pretty, however, and she leaned forward to get a better look at it.

      The way the gem had been cut, it seemed to be infinitely deep. She couldn’t see out of the other side, instead staring into an azure abyss with a tiny light at the end. Puzzled, she lifted it to get a good look at it from underneath.

      “Nice try.” Ratu snatched the necklace out of Beth’s hands, making her jump. She held the gem between her scaly fingers, gently placing it back on its holder. “You’ll have to do better next time.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I apparently need to remind you that you aren’t supposed to be touching anything while you are here.”

      Beth’s cheeks flushed. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Ratu’s features softened. She had a slightly oriental look to her, punctuated with patches of snakeskin, with long dark hair that Beth would kill for. She wore a pretty red kimono today with a gold band around the middle. “I’m afraid the fault partly lies with me. I wasn’t expecting anyone down here today, and this thing certainly does grab your attention.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just something I found by the lake. Don’t worry; it isn’t related to the thing we destroyed out there.” She was referring to a powerful otherworldly artifact she’d had Mike get rid of that had nearly killed them both beneath the frozen lake. “However, this thing would seem to be fairly dangerous in its own right.”

      “What does it do?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about.” Ratu waved the long sleeve of her kimono over the necklace, and it disappeared. Once it was gone from sight, Beth felt her interest in it decline exponentially. It was like the necklace had hypnotized her or something. “What brings you here today? More news on our missing artifacts?”

      “I wish.” Beth opened her backpack and pulled out the bagged rat. She handed it to Ratu, who opened the bag and pulled the deceased rodent out by the base of its tail. “What do you know about this?”

      “It’s a rat.” Ratu tossed it on the table. “A very big one. And it stinks.”

      “It attacked Mike. It’s part of a kingdom of rats living between the walls of the house.”

      “Kingdom?” Ratu lifted an eyebrow. “Is there an actual rat king?”

      “Yeah. Mike said he even had on a crown.”

      “Interesting. So they are capable of communicating and at least subhuman intellect?”

      “I guess so. Know anything about them?”

      “Not really. A rat king is actually a term for something else, but now I wonder if that’s just a misinterpretation. What else do you know about this king of rats?”

      “He told Mike that we all had to move out, then dropped him through a trapdoor.”

      “Fascinating.” Ratu stroked her chin, deep in thought. She waved her free hand, and the teapot floated in the air to pour another cup of tea. Milk and honey were added before the cup hopped across the table and then into Ratu’s hand. “A rat king is supposedly just a mass of rats connected at the tail, but maybe that’s a metaphor for something else. However, it is considered a bad omen to see one, which I bet is not a metaphor. It usually signifies famine, plague, or something else equally bad.”

      “You mean like a rat army? I would call that bad enough.”

      “Indeed.” Ratu sipped at her tea. “And you said they had chewed a series of portals throughout the house?”

      “They live in between the walls and used their own shit to block off the locks on the new second floor. We assume they are living in all those rooms but don’t know for sure yet.”

      “I heard about the clogged locks. So they have claimed a stake in the house and made a further claim on the rest of the home.” She shook her head. “I’m afraid that I don’t have a quick fix for you. There was a magic item in the missing objects list that would turn the wearer into a cat, but I’m afraid that’s the best I have off the top of my head. I don’t know that becoming a cat spirit would do any good unless you were willing to catch and kill them all one at a time.”

      “Well, I was wondering…” Beth shifted uncomfortably. “I mean, you do turn into a giant snake and all.”

      “Indeed I do. Were you thinking I could maybe go devour them?” Ratu grinned, her canines temporarily elongating into snake fangs. “I try not to eat things I don’t know anything about. I also hate the taste of rat.”

      “It didn’t hurt to ask. Well, so far, anyway.” She smiled weakly. “However, the problem persists. We have a colony of rats led by a king that we need to find a way to be rid of. Maybe you know a spell or something like that?”

      “Perhaps. It is something I would like to think on. It troubles me that they were able to make those portals in the first place. You see, if I were to take a hammer to one of the walls, I would find myself in the next room. The way the house has unfolded itself tells me that time and space have been compressed. If I could do what they have, then I would find myself in between the walls of an infinitely large space as well.”

      “The house is infinitely large?”

      “In a way. The same way it has been compressed to conceal rooms, it can be decompressed to make everything much larger. That, and the home itself is a nexus for many other places, this Labyrinth being one of them. It wasn’t constructed in the home; rather, it existed somewhere else first and then was connected here. If we were to dig a hole deep enough or perhaps get a ladder large enough, we may be able to find the edge of this space and stumble into the next. Much like the greenhouse, except I am fairly certain the greenhouse is a constructed world existing in its own dimension.”

      “Wow.”

      “Indeed. The architect was, at the very least, a demigod, or great friends with one. The walls of this home may be made of wood and plaster, but the fabric of reality has been stretched tight and stitched together in a way that even I can’t fully understand. That’s why cracks were appearing when the society was assaulting the geas. They were unraveling those magical threads.”

      Beth’s head swam with the implications. “So if you can stitch two places together, it’s like a shortcut? I could stitch my closet to somewhere in Hawaii and just go there?”

      “Yes. However, the architect didn’t just make a shortcut. Using your analogy, imagine that you stitched Hawaii to your closet and then cut it away from the rest of the world. The only way to get there would be through your closet, and you now have your own private island. Well, if you decide to kill off the population anyway.”

      “So what happens if my closet gets destroyed?”

      “One of three things: Hawaii returns to where it used to be. Hawaii ends up somewhere else. Or complete annihilation.” She held up a finger for each. “Atlantis was an entire continent that vanished. The Atlanteans were infamous for their ability to tie two places together. It took them several years, but they were able to cut themselves away from the world by slowly stitching their eastern borders to their western borders. Somewhere out there in the universe is an island nation that cannot be reached from the outside world save for a couple of loose threads in the fabric of time and space. To step through those gaps would take you to the lost continent. I worry these rats may have the ability to loosen the threads holding the house together. Doing so could expose us to nearly anything or anywhere.”

      “Shit.”

      “Well said.” Ratu sipped at her tea. “My recommendation for the problem is extermination. I would suggest fire, but the last thing you want to do is set fire to a part of the house that hasn’t revealed itself yet.”

      “Extermination.” Beth frowned. Was that something Mike would do? He seemed to take his position as Caretaker fairly seriously, but she wondered if he would even consider such a thing.

      “Something else to ponder. You don’t just end up with magical rats, not in a house like this. Someone had to let them in. I’m thinking your resident nymph should have some information.”

      “Mike is taking care of that now, I’m sure.” Beth stood. “I mustn’t stay long. If you think of anything, please let me know.”

      “Of course. Leave the rat. I can make use of the remains.” Ratu bowed her head, then turned to leave. She walked inside the small pagoda, disappearing from view. Beth finished her tea and picked up her backpack. Asterion waited for her at the edge of Ratu’s lair, his dark eyes watching. He led her back into the Labyrinth, neither of them speaking much on the long walk back to the entrance.

      Beth thought about the missing objects and the list of items in the storage unit at New Castle. She had already made arrangements to have it all brought back tomorrow before the society could find out anything about it. Obviously they would catch on the moment a moving truck arrived, but once it was in the driveway, they wouldn’t be able to do anything.

      They stepped through the gate together, and Asterion walked her over to the reflecting pool. Beth let out a sigh. This was the element of traveling here  she hated the most. The shortcut was convenient except for the part where she got soaking wet.

      “How did you and Ratu get out last night?” It suddenly occurred to Beth that Asterion was terrified of water and wouldn’t have been able to pass through.

      “The closet. She used magic to open it from the other side.”

      “Oh.” Well, so much for that plan. She didn’t think Ratu was generous enough to let her out that way. “Well, I guess I’m off.” She gave the Minotaur a big hug, smiling at the feel of him against her body. He hugged her back with one arm, his other firmly gripping his ax. “I might drop in on you tonight or tomorrow, just so you know.”

      “I look forward to it, friend.” He stepped back, away from the side of the pool. She walked to its edge, looking down at her reflection. Though she was trying not to make a fuss over getting wet by taking the shortcut home, it was clear from the grimace on her mirror image that she had failed.

      Oh well. Beth grabbed tightly to the straps of her backpack and stepped out over the pool. Just before her feet penetrated the surface, she saw him lean out over the water. His top hat was tilted to one side, his dusky red skin aglow with tiny flames. A large smile spread across his face when his yellow eyes met hers.

      “Found you,” Oliver whispered, his voice in her ear. Her heart leaped into her throat, and she spun around as she sank into the pool, but all she saw was Asterion. She felt Oliver’s fingers close on her arm, and then the whole world dissolved around her.
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        * * *

      

      Mike coughed, his eyes watering from the drywall bits and wood dust that had gotten blasted in his face. He squinted, partially feeling his way into his bathroom. His eyes burned like crazy whenever he opened them, so he was alternating which eye he barely cracked. Once his hand was on the bathroom counter, he pulled off his filthy clothes, tossing them in a heap on the floor.

      “Naia?” He touched the edge of the tub. Already, water was filling it at an impossible rate. He stepped over the side and sat along the wall. The tub was huge and could easily accommodate several people. The water swirled over his hips, and then she appeared. Her blue-green hair emerged from the water’s surface first, the rest of her body translucent as it took a human form. Her blue eyes sparkled, and she pulled his face into her breasts. They were still largely made of water, and Mike held his breath. The whirling current inside her body swept away the irritants all over his face, and she leaned away, leaving his face clean.

      “Better?”

      “I bet people would pay good money for something like that.” Mike didn’t even have to wipe the water from his eyes, for Naia had taken it with her. “Maybe twenty bucks to shove their face in there, get nice and clean. Might increase drowning deaths though.”

      “Only if I didn’t like them.” She sat back, her smooth bottom resting on top of his thighs. The tub had filled up to his chest and stopped, the warmth of the water leaching away the aches and pains in his joints. “How did it go?”

      “We got the ceiling patched, but it looks like shit. Tink is in a fit because we had to shortcut it. We didn’t have the right materials to do anything but toss in some spare boards we had and then drywall it. Without us getting back into the rat king’s lair, the tunnel itself can’t be properly sealed, and I hate the idea of my house being swiss-cheesed.” He groaned, shifting lower so that the water came up to his neck. Naia’s body became temporarily weightless to allow him to shift. “Were you able to remember anything about the rat king?”

      “No.” Naia frowned. “And that worries me. Now that you have found them, the geas should have released those memories, but it hasn’t. That implies that all memories of the rat king had been tampered with prior to Emily’s death, and I don’t know who would have done such a thing, or for what purpose. I have some flashes of Emily discovering the second floor, but that’s it.”

      Mike rolled his eyes, then leaned back. Things had been relatively calm for a few days, and he had almost gotten used to it. “Well, that’s more info than I usually have.”

      “Sorry, lover.” He felt her fingers twirl through his hair. Beneath him, the water pulsed against his body much like a massage chair. “I’m afraid there’s only so much I can do.”

      “You do plenty.” He smiled, running his hand up her thigh. “Got an email from Dana this morning. She made it to Colorado okay, though mentioned that Lily has caused a couple problems.” He had really hoped the succubus would stay with them in the house where it was safe. If he was enemy number one on the society’s hit list, she was close behind in second place.

      “Nobody is surprised.” Naia laughed. “She has a good heart though. I can feel it.”

      “Yeah.” Mike thought back to when Lily had tried to kill him in his sleep. Since then, the rogue demon had proven herself to be more than what she seemed and an invaluable ally. “And that’s where I’m stuck. The rat king needs to go, but what if he’s another Lily? What if by finding a way to coexist, I strengthen the whole house?” The realization had hit him while he had been holding a piece of drywall against the ceiling, with Sofia’s help. What if the rat king could help them? He needed to find a way to get the rodent to listen, but what would that be?

      “Your willingness to see good in others is one of the things I love about you.” Naia pressed herself into him, her hands sliding up his chest, toward his face. “Just be careful that it doesn’t get you in trouble.”

      “I’m starting to think it already has.” He closed his eyes again, his thoughts on the rat king. What if he’d had a gun, or a crossbow? What if he had commanded Abella to tear into them at the first sign of hostility?

      He let out a long sigh when Naia massaged his temples. The real issue wasn’t the idea that the rat king had pulled one over on him. It was the idea that he might not be able to work a deal with something already living here. If the rat king refused to play by the rules, Mike would be forced to kick him out or kill him.

      He swallowed the large lump in his throat. The idea that he would have to consciously make the decision to kill something else didn’t sit well with him. If a Caretaker could grant access, could they also ban something? He far preferred being able to wave his hand and make the issue disappear, but so far that hadn’t been an option.

      “Someone is getting a little too tense.” Naia’s lips brushed against his ear, making him shiver. He could feel her large breasts against his chest, her hands on his stomach. No, wait. Her hands were on his legs. Now they were on his calves.

      “Wha—” He tried to sit up, but Naia held him down.

      “Keep your eyes closed.” Her voice was in his ears, but he could tell her body was elsewhere. “I think you’ll like this, but you need to relax.”

      “Okay.” He kept his eyes shut. He trusted Naia more than anyone else.

      It began slowly, an extra set of hands leisurely rubbing his upper thighs, more on his stomach and chest, another on his temples. The touches were loving and innocent, working the stiff muscles throughout. A pair of hands behind his neck rubbed along his upper spine, popping something back into place. The sudden rush of relief to that area made him light-headed, and he let out a moan.

      “Good. Just relax.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, yet it resonated through his whole body. A pair of hands worked along each limb, manipulating the tissues deep within. At least four hands were kneading some knots out of his back that he was certain had formed when he’d crashed through the ceiling.

      Naia worked the kinks out of his body, the number of hands multiplying. He felt himself drifting off to sleep when a trio of hands moved onto his cock. The movements were gentle but insistent, coaxing blood flow to his groin. In a matter of moments, he was fully erect, the hands moving onto his shaft. The hands were somehow phasing through each other, creating a downstroke sensation that felt like it would go on forever before alternating upward. He imagined she was creating these limbs from water, but it was definitely more fun with his eyes closed.

      A warm mouth enveloped the head of his shaft, sucking him in. He groaned, a tight sensation building in his testicles, but he fought back the orgasm with ease. He snuck a peek when her mouth was particularly far down his shaft and smiled. Her green-and-blue hair was bouncing off the surface of the water and hung like a curtain, concealing her face. Spectral hands made of water continued to massage him above the surface, and he could feel them underneath.

      Naia serviced him in this manner for several minutes, varying the tempo of her mouth and hands. Her movements were becoming more frantic now, and she let out tiny moans every time his glans slid past the back of her tongue. A groan escaped him, followed by another. He was getting close.

      Naia pulled Mike’s cock out of her mouth, her head tilted as if listening for something.

      “Shit. I’ll be right back.” Her whole body popped like a giant bubble, causing water to cascade over him. He stared at the liquid in disbelief. Was everything okay?

      He heard a low pinging noise through the pipes under the floor, like tiny rocks smacking against the metal. The faucet turned on and spit out three balls of light, one blue, one green, and one red. The lights tried to fly away but were immediately trapped in spheres made of water. Naia manifested, appearing above him with her hands on her hips. From his position, he had a wonderful view of her hairless pussy.

      “You three know better.” Her eyes flashed, blue light washing over them. The balls of light coalesced into their fairy forms and fell into the bath with a splash. They grabbed onto Mike’s legs to pull themselves free of the water.

      “What were they doing?”

      “Building a squirrel launcher. Apparently they are bored.”

      Mike opened his mouth and closed it. He really didn’t need the details. However, he did see that the fairies were no longer looking at Naia but at Mike’s swollen cock, their tiny eyes suddenly hungry. Naia saw this, and a wicked grin crossed her face.

      “If I agree to share, do you three promise to leave the animals at my fountain alone? Forever?”

      All three of them nodded. Naia snapped her fingers, and the spheres vanished, releasing them. They all splashed down in the bath, climbing onto Mike like a human life raft. His cock tingled immediately upon contact with their sparkling bodies, the sensations of their tiny hands and mouths causing chills to run down his spine.

      Somewhere, deep inside, the wild magic he had created with Cecilia flickered to life, hungry for release.

      “Control it.” Naia’s lips were against his ear, her hand on his lower stomach. “Let’s practice letting go while holding back. Besides, you may cause one of them to explode.”

      Mike laughed, going deep into himself. He could feel their ministrations on his phallus increasing in urgency as they actively rubbed themselves on his shaft, but he was distant enough to concentrate on the wild magic inside. He had created it by having sex with the banshee and coming inside her, and they had each left a permanent mark on the other. The spark that had ignited was making tiny sparks form on his belly, crawling across his skin to disappear in the water.

      “Your body and your mind are two separate things. This is no different from thinking of other women to help get off, or action movies to hold off for a little bit longer.”

      In his mind, he imagined a gate closing in front of the magic, holding it back. It rattled the cage, his whole body shuddering. Carmina was now rubbing her slippery cunt on the head of his cock, while Olivia and Cerulea were grinding against the base of his shaft. A spark jumped off his cock and zapped Cerulea, knocking her back across his lap and into the water. He picked her up and set her back down, and she shook her head, her beetle wings clicking as she dried herself off before resuming.

      “Don’t cage it up, lover. It’s a part of you now, and locking it away is no different from denial.” She was in his face now, her eyes on his. “Coax it back to sleep. Let it know there will be a time and place but not now.”

      “I…I’m trying…” His whole cock tingled with the fairies at play, and he could feel his orgasm rapidly building. Every time he pushed the magic back down, his orgasm subsided. It was like trying to pour out a glass of water without losing the ice, a desperate balancing act that threatened to undo him.

      “Look at me.” She held his face in her hands. “It’s the difference between love and lust. One you do with your entire being, the other with just your body. Separate them out. You aren’t making love right now, are you?”

      “No,” he stammered out, his hips twitching in the water. His balls were on fire, and he couldn’t see what the trio were doing. Two of them were positioning his cock and holding it in place, but he couldn’t feel the third.

      “Just lust. Just fucking, getting off, blowing your load.” She kissed his neck, her hair covering his face. He took in her scent, inhaling deeply the smell of the ocean, the lakes and streams, the forest floor after a heavy rain. In his mind, he heard her voice.

      Save it for later, she said. For when you can control it. His mind relaxed, the magic receding back into his gut, but his body was losing control. He balled up his fists, his muscles wound tight by his impending release. He lifted his hips at the sensation of what felt like feathers tickling just the tip of his cock.

      Naia winked and melted into mist, revealing what the fairies had been up to. Cerulea and Olivia had braced Mike’s cock between them, and Carmina stood on Olivia’s shoulders, her dragonfly wings fluttering rapidly just along the head of his dick. The tickling sensation on the edge of his urethra plugged directly into his core, and his balls tightened up against his body.

      “Fuuuuck!” He blew his load on the back of the red fairy, knocking her down. All three of them scrambled to catch his cum as it rained down around them, their hands outstretched. They stuffed their faces, each of them glowing with the consumption of his seed.

      “Remember our agreement.” Naia appeared near the basin in a gout of steam. All three fairies bowed to her and then flew out of the bathroom, chasing each other, with the sound of beating wings. Mike and Naia laughed, and she crawled up his chest to rest her head on his sternum.

      “Thank you.” He kissed the top of her head, and she sighed. She held him close, squeezing him tighter than usual. Sleep threatened to claim him, but he fought it off. There was simply too much to do.
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        * * *

      

      Mike stood in the hall next to Tink. She was holding her hammer ready, and Cerulea was stationed once more on his shoulder. This time, Abella had elected to watch the outside of the home while Cecilia helped. The banshee hovered just above the floor, her eerie white hair drifting in a nonexistent breeze.

      “Let’s go,” he said. They opened up the same door they had yesterday, revealing the room that held the enchanted furniture. The busted splinters on the floor moved toward them like inchworms but flopped harmlessly on contact. Based on popular opinion with the others, this was some sort of servants’ quarters. Seeing that nobody was in it, they stepped back into the hall where Sofia waited with a large wheelbarrow full of supplies. Tink slipped her goggles on and was busy placing wood over the hole in the wall, while Mike began prepping the replacement plaster mixture. Sofia kept her eye on the opening, but there were no signs of movement. Once Mike was satisfied that the plaster was ready, he joined in to help.

      “You think this will keep them out?” Mike asked.

      “Fix might close tunnel. Won’t know for sure until Tink find room where king rat fuck is hiding.” She wore a pair of tan overalls over a black tank top. She tucked nails in her teeth and rapidly stuck them into the wall with a few bangs of her hammer.

      Though they worked quickly, it was still nearly two hours before they had the gap properly reframed and prepped. Mike broke away to mix up the plaster, and Cecilia stuck her head through the wall.

      “And?” Mike asked.

      Cecilia withdrew her head. “Nothing. No sign of the rats.”

      “Good.” He, Tink, and Sofia applied the first coat of plaster. Once finished, they waited until Tink declared it was dry enough, then applied a second coat. When they were satisfied with their work, Mike stepped back for a better look.

      “You did a great job, Tink.” He high-fived the goblin, and they moved back out of the room. They pushed the wheelbarrow to the next door and got ready once again. This time, Mike pulled the dagger out of its sheath. He slid it into the jamb of the door, quickly severing the lock mechanism. Pulling the door open, he held it in place while Tink came in to replace the lock using a cordless drill with a screwdriver bit. Casting a wary gaze, he realized this room had been stripped of most of its furnishings. However, the room itself looked like some kind of study, making him think of a room where a bunch of men would retire with their cigars to talk about their railroad bonds. A couple of old, thick, padded couches had been left behind, and empty bookshelves were built into the side walls. An old fireplace sat cold against the far wall, and large, curtained windows surrounded the chimney.

      “Okay, so far so good,” he said. They took a few steps inside. There was no sign of the rats. While looking around, it occurred to Mike that they were in an interior room with exterior windows. Curious, he walked up to the windows and pushed the curtains aside to look outside.

      “What the hell!” Pressing his hands against the glass, he gazed out into the large valley. Sloping peaks surrounded the edges, and it terminated in a big body of water with a few distant islands in the mist. He ran his fingers along the glass, searching for a way to open it. Cerulea fluttered away from him to check out the shelves.

      “Mike!” Cecilia yelled, and he turned in time to see that one of the couches was crawling toward him, the cushions curled up like angry lips. It threw itself at him, and he leaped to one side. It crashed through the window, cold air filling the room. He used the stones of the fireplace to stand, the sound of clattering wood causing him to dance to the side when another couch crashed into the fireplace. Tink was riding this one, swinging her hammer down at the legs, trying to break them off.

      The couch twisted around like a fat caterpillar, and Mike used the dagger to cleanly slice off one of the legs. He got pushed back, the couch nearly knocking him over when Tink shattered out one of the back legs. The whole couch wobbled unsteadily, squirming toward Mike. Tink jumped off and lifted the couch from beneath, tipping it over.

      “Husband make cut.” She pushed the couch up against the wall, and Mike severed the remaining two legs. It tipped back over, flopping uselessly on the floor.

      “Fuck.” Mike stared at the possessed furniture. It banged heavily against the wooden floor, then hurled its cushions at him. They wiggled for several seconds before going limp. The couch, however, kept moving.

      “We should take it with us,” Cecilia suggested. “We can have Ratu come look at it and figure out what kind of magic we are dealing with.”

      “That’s a pretty good idea. I think…” His voice trailed off, his eyes on the dark hole behind the couch. It was significantly smaller than the one in the servants’ room but large enough that he could crawl in it. From within the dark confines of the tunnel, several glowing eyes watched. “I think we should get out of here.”

      Tink grabbed one end of the couch and dragged it. Mike moved to help, while Cecilia kept a watchful eye on the opening. After moving out into the hall, Mike closed the door behind him just as Cerulea shot out. Tink pulled a couple of boards and helped him nail the door shut. The rat king had given them time to move out, but that didn’t mean the rats wouldn’t start moving in.

      They pulled the couch down the hall and paused long enough for Tink to check inside the servants’ quarters. The patched hole was undisturbed, so they closed the door and kept going. They carried the couch down the stairs and outside to the fountain.

      “What’s this?” Naia asked. “Moving day already?”

      “Nope.” They dropped the couch by the fountain. It flopped a few times and tried to tilt itself upward and roll toward Mike. Abella drifted down from the roof and landed near the fountain. She grabbed the back of the couch and held it in place while Tink went to get some rope. When she returned, they moved some of the heavier planters closer to it, then tied it in place.

      “I want to see.” Zel stepped out of the garage. She wore a simple dress that Tink had sewn up for her sometime during the night using a pair of white bedsheets. It was ankle length, revealing that her feet were simply modified hooves, and her tail had been pulled out of a hole up top. The house had oohed and aahed over her transformation last night, but she had slept in the garage in case she reverted again. Zel’s saddlebag was slung over one shoulder, and she set it down next to the fountain.

      “It’s another enchanted piece of furniture,” Mike said, stepping back. “It tried to crush me, but it was pretty slow.”

      “Interesting. Can someone help me flip it?” Zel asked. They obliged, pushing it on its back. Zel knelt to examine the splintered leg that Tink had smashed. Using a pair of tweezers, she yanked free large splinters that wriggled back and forth in her grasp. She dropped these into a vial, where they rattled in place. “The furniture has been animated on a cellular level, suggesting a complex enchantment.”

      Mike nodded. “That makes sense. The cushions were moving independently from the couch.”

      “If it is an enchantment, there is an obvious way to fix it.”

      “That would be?”

      “Smash it into as many parts as possible.” Zel grinned. “The enchantment can’t maintain strength across so many pieces.”

      “Horse girl no help,” Tink grumbled, crossing her arms.

      “Sorry. That’s the best I can offer. However, can you wait to smash this one up? As long as these are active, I can whip up a couple of interesting concoctions.” She jingled the vials. “Could be fun.”

      “I think I am full up on fun for now.” Mike sat on the edge of the fountain, his eyes on the wiggling couch. “The furniture in those rooms attacked us. They were enchanted by either the rat king or somebody trying to keep us from him. I get the feeling there is something bigger going on than just a nasty rat with a crown.”

      Inside the house, they heard a loud crash followed by the sound of running water. Obviously someone had come from the Labyrinth. Mike paid it no attention until he heard screams from the front of the house.

      Tink beat him to the door, disappearing inside. Mike was close behind her, and they ran to the front of the house. The wooden floors were soaked, and Beth stood in the living room, her eyes fixed on something.

      “What is it?” Mike turned the corner and froze. The living room had been trashed, the curtains torn down and shredded. The furniture was gutted, stuffing tossed everywhere. Someone had painted a rough caricature of a rat’s head on the wall, with a crown above it. Beneath it, some words had been written in bold letters.

      Git out ar house

      “Little fuckers!” He kicked a piece of side table near him, sending the wood spinning into the room. Those nasty little rodents had gone too far. The inner turmoil he had been experiencing was suddenly resolved. They needed to go.

      “Mike.” Her voice barely a whisper, Beth pointed at the corner of the room where Tink’s wide-eyed gaze was fixed. It took him a second before what he was seeing registered.

      Jenny’s dollhouse had been smashed to pieces and lay in ruin. Of the doll herself, there was no sign.
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      The search for Jenny commenced immediately. Mike, Tink, Beth, and Cecilia investigated the known rooms of the home, while Abella checked the perimeter of the house. The fairies had split up for their own search, and Zel was busy inspecting the front room for any other clues.

      Mike was checking under his own bed, a cold sweat on his brow. While he was certain Jenny wouldn’t blame him for this, the doll was known to be volatile and would see the destruction of her house as the ultimate insult. He was also scared she had been taken by the rats and was worried about what the rats had planned for her.

      “Mike!” Zel’s voice carried from downstairs, and he banged his head on the underside of the bed. He scrambled out, rubbing the back of his head once he stood. At the top of the railing, he leaned over to look at the bottom floor.

      “You find something?”

      “Come down and look.” Zel’s voice came from the living room. He ran down, jumping the last three steps. Zel was lying on the floor, her body stuffed into the fireplace. Just the lower part of her face was showing, her upper body covered in soot that fell on her as she shifted around inside the chimney.

      “What did you find?”

      “This.” Zel lowered herself, her arms still up the chimney. Her face was red while she pulled, her arms dropping a few inches at a time. She was making quite the mess already, but with one last pull, soot and ash rained down on top of her, a black cloud billowing out across the room. Coughing, she held up a large mass.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “A rat.” Zel grabbed the bundle and unfolded it. He grimaced when the dead creature’s mouth popped open, its tongue hanging out. “It was stuffed up the chimney. Sideways. Wait…yeah, its head isn’t facing the right direction either.”

      Mike swallowed the lump in his throat. Jenny had quite the temper, and her telekinesis could easily perform such a feat. “She doesn’t happen to be up there too, does she?”

      A red light burst from the chimney, landing on the floor by Zel’s feet. A cloud of soot blew forth from Carmina’s body as she resumed her fairy form.

      “Nope. The chimney is clean.” She grabbed her antennae and shook them with both hands, scattering more ash. “No rats, no doll.”

      “Shit.” Mike helped Zel stand. Her tail was now black with soot, and she had dark smears along her cheeks like war paint. “Any clues where they went?”

      “I imagine back to rat land. However, I did a quick survey of the rooms upstairs. They certainly didn’t come out of those, since they are still sealed shut. This means they have found a new entry point.” Zel brushed some soot off her dress, but it accomplished little.

      “I really don’t need this.” He ran his hands through his hair in frustration when he got an idea. “Hey, Tink!”

      Upstairs, he heard the pitter-patter of feet on wood, and the goblin launched herself down the stairs, her hammer clutched tightly in one hand. Seeing there was no danger, she relaxed. “What husband want?”

      “Use the goggles. See if you can spot their footprints.”

      Tink smacked her forehead, clearly appalled she hadn’t thought of it. She turned a knob on the goggles and slid them over her face, the divine object bowing to her demands. Several lenses flicked in and out of place, her eyes now large behind them. Scanning the room, she waved her hand for them to follow and disappeared around the corner. They walked through the large dining hall and into the kitchen. Tink knelt by the sink, opening the cabinet door slowly.

      “Oh fuck.” Mike could see it from here, a hole chewed in the back wall. It was just large enough for him to squirm through on his belly if he could make it past the pipes. “This sucks.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Tink looked around the edges of the hole. “New hole. Rats make today.”

      “Any sign of Jenny?”

      Tink shook her head. “See footprint of living thing only.” She crawled underneath for a closer look and stuck her hand up the hole. She withdrew a piece of red fabric. “But no need goggles now. Ghost doll in here.”

      “So I guess I’m going in.” Mike crouched, but Tink pushed him away.

      “No go. Hole get tighter, husband no fit.” She was already squirming in when he grabbed her by the ankles and dragged her back out, her skirt lifting up to reveal bare green buttocks.

      “You’re not going in alone either. We will find another way.” He looked at Zel. “We need to put together a search party to go in the walls. I suspect we will run into trouble so would appreciate any potions you may have for us.”

      “You got it.” Zel gave him a mock salute and left.

      He turned his attention to the grumpy goblin by his feet. “Go get yourself a bigger hammer. We’re about to make rat jam.”
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        * * *

      

      Beth’s first thought upon Jenny’s disappearance was that she had run for the safety of the Labyrinth. Beth had gone up the stairs to her bedroom, opening the closet door only to discover it was still a boring closet. She could hear the others calling Jenny’s name so knew that she was alone on the third floor of the house. She closed her door just in case, then lifted the sleeve of her blouse.

      The finger marks on her arm were nasty burns, and they were bleeding near the tips, where Oliver’s claws had touched her. Stunned, she explored the wound gently. It barely hurt as she examined her injury. The skin around the wound had gone numb.

      She opened the door of her room and skulked downstairs, where she saw Zel digging in the fireplace. Going past, she entered the small bathroom on the first floor, closing the door behind her. She flicked the light switch and took off her shirt, trying to get a better look.

      “You look startled.” Oliver stepped out from behind her. She spun in place, but he wasn’t actually there.

      “Is this…is this a trick?” Beth faced the mirror. Oliver watched her, his eyes aglow.

      “Oh, I am very much here. In a way.” He grabbed her reflection and gave it a squeeze. She felt a light pressure where his hands were but nothing more.

      “What do you want?”

      “I think that should be obvious.” He stepped around her reflection and stood just behind the mirror’s surface. “I thought I would get you when you fell into that reflecting pool but was unable to grab onto you tight enough. Lucky ducky.”

      “You want me.”

      “Good guess.” The light above the mirror cast a shadow behind Oliver onto the back wall. His shadow was taller than it should have been and had a pair of wicked-looking horns. The bathroom in the mirror was cast in an eerie red glow.

      “Why?”

      “I have my reasons. Loneliness. Curiosity. Mainly, though, I want you back here with me.”

      “And why would I go back to you? You were going to trap me for all eternity.”

      “And I still will, given half a chance.” Oliver pressed his fingertips against the glass. “What if I say ‘pretty please’?”

      “How are you here? You aren’t allowed here. The geas should have kept you out.”

      Oliver chuckled. “I’m afraid I’m not going to explain it to you, but you’re a smart girl. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. However, I will tell you everything you wish if you want. All you have to do is come inside.” He tapped the glass, and it rippled. A hot breeze filled the small bathroom. “Just mind the faucet when you crawl over it. You might bang a knee.”

      “Fuck no.” Beth shook her head, putting her shirt back on quickly. Her reflection passed through Oliver like a ghost, his features scattering like smoke. He blew her a kiss and grabbed her reflection’s breasts, giving them a squeeze. Spectral fingers groped her through her shirt, and Oliver licked her neck, causing her to shiver. Though he wasn’t actually there, she could feel his touch on her body.

      “See you later,” he said when she ran out of the door.
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        * * *

      

      Mike had the dagger strapped into the back of his belt and a small hammer in his left hand. He stood by the door of the smoking room with magical exterior windows and helped Tink pull off the boards they had nailed over it. Cecilia had already gone inside to check for rats and had come back with a thumbs-up. Zel stood in the hall, rummaging through one of her saddlebags. Now that she was mostly human, she had no easy way to carry everything.

      “Here you go.” She handed over four vials. “The red one is to stop bleeding. Drink it or pour it on the wound. The green one is to get away without being seen, but it will only work on one person. Pour it over their head. The yellow one is in case you get trapped somewhere. It’s essentially a powerful acid, so be careful with it. This last one is only in case of emergencies.” The vial in question was a thick glass bottle with a skull drawn on it. The contents looked like black sand with tiny leaves. “It will only work on living things. Unstopper the cork and either throw it or run. Under no circumstance should you be nearby when it goes off.”

      “Thank you.” Mike tucked the vials in his pockets.

      Abella was balanced on the windowsill, shaking her head. “I wish you’d let me go with you.”

      “I wish you could. I need you to stay here in case the rats or Jenny return. Also, you’re too big and we could easily get separated. Oh, there you are.” Beth had joined them, her face pale. She looked like she was going to be sick. “Naia said you can hang out with her in the fountain if you would feel safer.”

      “What?” She seemed lost in thought. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. When this is over, I have something we need to talk about.”

      “Okay.” He felt his stomach sink a little. He hoped she wasn’t thinking of moving out. Truth be told, it was kind of nice having another human around. “Where are the fairies?”

      Tink put her fingers to her lips and whistled. Seconds later, the fairies arrived, hovering overhead.

      “Who is coming with me?” Mike asked.

      “I am.” Carmina hovered forward.

      “And you two are clear on your roles?”

      “Rat patrol,” said Olivia.

      “No rats in the house,” replied Cerulea. For the first time ever, they appeared to be serious. They both pulled spears out from behind their backs.

      “Where did you get those?”

      “Tink made them,” Cerulea admitted.

      “Good for stabbing.” Olivia jabbed her spear at an invisible enemy.

      “And throwing. We’ve been practicing.” Cerulea held her spear to the side of her body like a soldier at attention. With a wink, they immediately flew off, separating at the stairwell. Mike let out the breath he had been holding.

      “Wait.” Beth grabbed his shoulder before he could go into the room. “You should reset the sundial.”

      “Oh.” He had done it this morning, but the wisdom of doing so again was sound. If he got caught up in the walls of the house, he would have more time to return. “Be right back.”

      He jogged down the hall and then the stairs. Upon opening the door, he slowed. The last thing he needed was to let anyone watching know he was in a hurry. Casually stepping off the porch, he walked across the yard to where the sundial sat. It was waist high and over a foot across. He placed his hands on it, the arcane energy crackling beneath his fingertips.

      “Bit early for that, isn’t it?” A man in white stood just outside the opening to his home, right between the stone lions. It was Sebastien, a man gifted in the creation of sand golems. In fact, this was a golem of Sebastien himself, a fact discovered early on when Mike had tried calling the cops about a suspicious figure in front of his house. He had watched from the window as Sebastien had collapsed into a sandpile in the gutter just as the police arrived. It wasn’t uncommon for Abella to drop heavy things on him either, and Mike had asked her to stop because the large pile of rocks out front was starting to attract the attention of the neighbors. Anything that happened inside the protective field of the house was essentially invisible to the outside world, yet another perk of the geas.

      “Nah. Wanted to sleep in tomorrow is all.” Mike grabbed the dial and gave it a twist. A blast of magical energy crawled along his arms, verifying that the correct person was turning it. Satisfied that Mike was the Caretaker, the energy sank into the ground. He could feel it permeate the soil beneath his feet, then spread across the yard and reconverge on the stone lions watching the entry. Mike had had Sofia look into them, but there was no information on what they could be. Nevertheless, they would immediately come to life in a blaze of fire and kill anyone attempting to attack the house using magic.

      At least, that seemed to be how the sundial-lion system worked. For the hundredth time, he wished the house came with an instruction manual.

      “Interesting. You don’t strike me as someone who sleeps in.”

      “Well, gonna be a late night. Found something interesting, gonna check it out.” He knew he had struck a nerve when Sebastien’s composure slipped. Sebastien and his fellow magic users, known as the society, were convinced that something extremely powerful was hidden in the house. Mike was beginning to suspect they were right, but he knew only slightly more than they did at this point.

      “Have a good day, Mr. Radley.” Sebastien turned away, walking across the street to where a black car had been parked. Mike could just make out the collection of tiny wooden spears stuck in the back of his head and neck, making him look like a balding hedgehog. Mike gave the sundial one last twist, rotating it as far as it could go. The shadow of the pointer now claimed that it was nearly five o’clock.

      “You’re a great security system but shit at telling time.” He gave the stone dial an affectionate pat, grateful for the peace of mind it gave him, and went back inside.

      They were all waiting for him by the door to the smoking room. The tension immediately increased once he helped Tink rip the final board off the wall.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      Everybody nodded. Assuming nothing attacked them, they would disperse, leaving Abella to watch the door. He pushed forward, Tink sliding past to enter the room first. It was cold, the breeze from the broken window chilling the room. A wind current formed in the open doorway from the pressure difference, but nothing in the room seemed to want them dead.

      Yet.

      “Close it. We will try to check in if we can.” He watched Zel close the door and heard Abella’s stony skin drag across the wood. His best guess was that she was sitting in front of it. He looked at Carmina, who sat on his shoulder. She held a tiny spear, her eyes focused on the opening in the wall where the couch had been.

      “I’ll scout ahead.” Cecilia faded, her ethereal form barely discernible in the light. She floated into the opening, and they waited for several minutes while she made certain no traps had been set for them.

      Tink was beginning to grumble to herself when the banshee reappeared, giving them the all clear. Mike crouched to get inside, and Carmina’s body lit up with magic, casting a glow on the tunnel. They had plenty of spare flashlights, but Mike preferred to save them just in case they lost their fairy guide. Carmina turned into a ball of light and flew ahead of them.
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        * * *

      

      Beth closed the door to Mike’s bedroom once she was certain one of the fairies wasn’t trapped inside. She walked past his bed and the mismatched rug on the floor, to his bathroom. The large tub was empty, so she sat on the edge of it.

      “Oh. This is much nicer than the last place.” In the tub in the mirror, Oliver sat up, his top hat falling off his head. He sat next to her and placed an arm around her reflection. “So where are we? And honestly, who has a bathtub this big?”

      “You would know if I asked you,” Beth replied. Oliver was a demon with the ability to answer any question. Once asked, he knew everything needed to give an answer. It was part of how she had tricked him and escaped in the first place. “And I’m not going to.”

      “Ooh. You’re so clever.” He teased the front of her breast, making one of her nipples erect. “That’s part of why I can’t let you go.”

      “And the other part?”

      “I’ve taken many lovers, both human and demon. You are the first who seemed so…interested…in my demonic side.”

      “My interest is waning.” In truth, she still felt a sexual attraction to the demon. If not for the fear that he would imprison her soul for eternity, she wouldn’t mind another fling. Where Asterion was pure muscle, Oliver was lean and intellectually intriguing.

      “Maybe we can arrange another game?”

      “You won’t be caught off guard so easily this time.” She threw him a sarcastic smile. “And I guess you won’t be nearly as giving in bed either.”

      “Won’t know till you try.”

      “So is this your plan? Annoy me until I give in?”

      “Well…it’s plan A. Show up anywhere there is a reflection, maybe trick you one day into standing in a puddle. The water would go perfectly still, and I would grab you and pull you in.” Oliver was salivating, his grin revealing sharp teeth. “What a fun surprise that would be.”

      “That’s enough out of you.” Naia’s voice came from the drain. Oliver looked around in confusion until the faucet turned on, the tub filling with tens of gallons a second. Naia rose from the water, a beautiful white gown on her body and her arms crossed.

      “Oh. The nymph.” Oliver yawned. “What are you going to do, get me wet?”

      “Yes.” She wrapped her arms around Beth, holding her tightly. The water in the tub exploded outward, creating a vortex of liquid that filled the room. Beth was immediately immersed in it, holding her mouth shut. Through the rush of water, she heard Oliver sputter and release a stream of curses. She felt Naia’s lips on hers and resisted at first, but when the water failed to recede, she gave in. The nymph gently blew oxygen into her mouth, which she gratefully inhaled.

      The bathroom was full of water for several minutes before it finally receded. Beth expected the room to be soaked, but it was completely dry. There was no sign of Oliver.

      “Thank you.” She gave Naia a hug and let out a tremendous sigh. She hadn’t told Mike what was going on because he had his own issues to deal with, but she had gone straight to the nymph once he’d departed. Convinced that Oliver may have just been a mental breakdown waiting to happen, Naia had suggested using the mirror in the bathroom to lure him out.

      “He’s a nasty one for sure.” Naia sat in the tub and patted the edge. “Wanna tell me about your ex?”

      Beth laughed and sat inside the tub instead. She was low enough that she could no longer see the mirror and hoped that meant Oliver couldn’t see her either. “The night before I came here, I got pushed into a mirror dimension, where a demon tried to trap me there.”

      “That much I know.”

      “Well, I glossed over some details.”

      “Interesting.” Naia had pulled her knees up under her chin and was leaning forward. “Tell me more.”

      Beth took a deep breath and let it out. She felt comfortable with Naia, like talking with a best friend or a sister. Beth wasn’t great with other women. She dressed sexy for herself but had been accused of doing it for attention. And none of her girlfriends could ever know about her secret lust for monster porn or her strange stash of dildos. She constantly felt like a book that had been misfiled in the library, with a nice cover.

      “When I was stuck there, I might have…fucked him.”

      “Oh!” Naia’s eyes flashed. “Tell me everything!”

      Naia’s excitement soon became her own. Beth told her about the bet she had made, about how hot his body had felt against hers. The encounter with the demon had been scary, but she had been intensely attracted to him, wanted to dominate him and make him come. At Naia’s prodding, she revealed more, soon describing her encounter with Asterion and her lifelong fetish for the creatures from her stories. At no point did it feel awkward, and Naia actively listened the whole way.

      Once she finished her tale, she looked at Naia. “So what do you think is going on with Oliver?”

      “That’s a great question. He’s obviously found a way to link with your mind. He’s also a powerful demon. I bet we could talk to Ratu about it. Or maybe Sofia knows something—she’s been in the Library, trying to dig up info on the rat king. She could look into that too.”

      “Not Ratu.” Not yet anyway. The thought of falling through the reflecting pool gave her the shivers. What if Oliver really did get ahold of her this time?

      Naia started to ask why not, but realization dawned in her eyes. “We could send one of the fairies with a note or something.”

      “We should do that.” Beth looked over her shoulder. She half expected to see through the mirror Oliver tucked in the corner of the ceiling, but he was obviously lying low for now.

      “There’s something else we could do.” A mischievous grin crossed Naia’s lips. “I could examine your soul.”

      “My soul?”

      “Yes. Magic powerful enough to track you here is likely tethered to your soul. Depending on how, I might even be able to remove it.”

      “That would be great!” Beth scooted into the middle of the tub. “What do you need me to do?”

      Naia chuckled. “My brand of magic relies on a lot less clothing, if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh.” The realization hit her. Of course.

      “I can sense some discomfort at the idea.” Naia moved closer, her fingertips tracing circles on Beth’s knee. “But I wonder how much of that is you and how much of that is society telling you it’s wrong.”

      “I…uh…” Beth had never really thought about it that way. She was very much into dick, but there was something about the soft curves of the nymph that she also found appealing.

      “I wouldn’t even have brought it up if I didn’t sense something else. Curiosity, maybe? Ooh, and regret.” Naia was closer now, crawling on her hands and knees. Beth was sitting cross-legged, and now one of the nymph’s hands was between those legs, palm planted firmly on the tub surface below. “My lips aren’t the first, are they?”

      “No.” Beth’s voice was little more than a whisper.

      “I can feel it, you know? That desire inside you, that unanswered question. What would it be like…” Naia’s free hand was on Beth’s upper thigh, squeezing gently. “…to be with a woman who knows how your body works? Something different from a giant dick, the soft touch of a woman who wants you to moan in her mouth while she fingers you.”

      “Oh God.” She hadn’t noticed them at first, the magical bubbles that now floated around them. One popped by her nose, sending a rush of blood straight into her groin. “Are you using magic to seduce me?”

      “Not this time.” Naia winked. “I’m just amplifying what is already there.” She slid her hand along Beth’s jaw and up behind her ear, stroking her neck softly.

      The ensuing flashback was intense. Beth was back in college again, drunk at a party. The girl across from her was Irina, a goth exchange student from another country. It had been harmless flirting at first, a ploy to get boys to bring them drinks, but the other people at the party had vanished from the periphery of her vision, her sole focus on those dark lips in front of her. There had been tender touches and a few kisses. They had begun to explore, but she had backed down at the last second.

      “Not this time,” Irina said, her dark eyes turning blue. The memory popped like one of Naia’s bubbles, and Beth was back in the bathroom.

      “I’m wearing too much.” Beth tried to unbutton her pants, but Naia stopped her.

      “Leave them on. For now.” She winked, making Beth tremble. She had no idea what the nymph had planned, but she trusted her.

      Naia leaned forward, pulling Beth’s head toward her own. Beth closed her eyes and saw Irina once more, frozen in a moment that had gotten away. It had been a question she was always afraid to ask, but she knew that soon she would have her answer.

      Soft lips touched her own, spreading heat throughout her body. She moaned, giving the nymph an opportunity to suck tenderly on her lower lip. Everywhere Naia touched her, a ripple of arousal traveled the length of Beth’s body, their waves overlapping somewhere deep in her stomach. She touched Naia back, opening her eyes to see what she was doing. Trepidation filled her, as she was uncertain of where she should start.

      “It’s easier with the men, isn’t it?” Naia asked. “Everything begins and ends with their penises. Well, for most of them anyway.”

      Beth nodded. Her boyfriends had been few, and they had rarely satisfied her the same way a session with one of her dildos had.

      “We women are built different. We crave intimacy of the whole body. A touch here. A kiss there.” More ripples were spreading through Beth. This was no longer her imagination but magic running across her skin. Her clothes were rippling as well, and she noticed that a small pool of water had formed beneath them, liquid tendrils climbing her legs to vanish beneath her clothes. “Our bodies are the string instruments of the sexual kingdom. To someone who knows how, any string can be plucked to generate the desired effect.”

      One hand passed along the upper curve of Beth’s left breast, pushing her blouse open to slide inside. Naia’s fingertips were warm against her skin, caressing the bottom of the breast. Her thumb circled the base of Beth’s nipple, teasing it fully erect before sliding across the top.

      “Your skin is so soft.” Naia’s breath was hot against Beth’s ear. “It’s part of the game, isn’t it?”

      “Game?” Beth said the word between breaths. She was panting lightly now, trying to push her crotch into the nymph’s other hand.

      “You don’t even realize it. Your desire to be conquered.” Naia let go of the breast and moved her hand into Beth’s hair. She grabbed a handful and yanked it back, making Beth whimper. “It’s just one half of your sexuality, to play the part of the soft, demure little princess.”

      “What?” Naia forced their mouths together, causing Beth to moan. Little pulses of water were teasing the edges of her labia now, and she was moving her hips back and forth on the bottom of the tub.

      “The game is played in two ways.” Naia’s voice was coming from nearby bubbles, each one popping to release a scent that made Beth think of a thunderstorm in the forest.

      “Play it soft and demure, lure in your lover.” Pop. More tendrils teasing her clit, swirling just out of reach.

      “Make them think they have the upper hand.” Pop. Now they teased her asshole, moving in slow circles around it.

      “Then conquer them instead. Take the upper hand and use them to get off.” Several bubbles popped, flooding her senses. Her pants were now soaked, the fabric rippling with the water beneath. Her thighs were being squeezed in several different places by the water that had enveloped her, a massage that had the effect of making her groin throb. No matter how she moved, she couldn’t get the pressure on her clit to increase, Naia deliberately teasing her with those tendrils.

      But secretly…

      Naia’s tongue was in her mouth, her magic pouring into Beth. She was having trouble catching her breath, gasping between moans. Naia’s voice sounded like it was coming from inside her own head now.

      Deep down…

      Water snakes now toyed with her breasts, her waist and stomach circled with swirling water. She hadn’t even noticed them.

      You’re hoping you will meet your match. Her hips were lifted off the ground, the fingers on her skin pulsing with power. The room took on a pink-and-purple glow, the air suddenly filled with magical bubbles that lifted her and floated free, hovering above her. The bubbles were playing music now, different string instruments that sang together in perfect harmony. Naia broke the kiss, floating over Beth as if they were both underwater.

      Oh God, Beth thought, realizing that they were, in fact, underwater. It was hard to tell, but tiny bubbles had formed over her eyes, allowing her to see as if she wore goggles. When she tried to breathe, the bubbles rushed into her mouth to fill her lungs with life-giving air.

      The tickling fingers along her pussy turned into swirling vortices, her pants and underwear sliding free of her body to get caught up in the magical maelstrom around them. Her labia parted, and she grunted to accept the intrusion of a large water cock. When she looked down, she could see it, colored purple by Naia’s magic. It wasn’t as thick as the Delightful Dragon, but the edges of it rippled like a snake trying to shed its skin.

      “Oh God!” Her voice was swallowed up by the water. Naia’s body had become translucent, merging with the watery sphere Beth was trapped in. As the water cock slid into her, she flailed her arms. She desperately wanted to grab onto something, anything.

      That lack of control scares you, doesn’t it? Naia grinned, lowering her mouth toward Beth’s stomach. All that was visible of her now was her head and torso, her body now gone. But it does something else for you too.

      The nymph clamped her mouth onto Beth’s swollen clit, and Beth screamed under the water, grabbing onto that thick, curly blue-and-green hair. She pushed herself into the nymph, her whole body aching for sexual release. The dick inside her had filled her up and now vibrated, its surface rotating and spinning in different parts of her. It was like thousands of tiny hands had sprouted, massaging her from the inside.

      “Please, please, please…,” she begged, her words floating away from her. Her whole body was humming, and an aura had formed around her that connected her to the water. Images appeared in the bubbles around, memories of masturbating with her dildos over the years. She watched as they synced up, each one zooming in on her face that first moment she would penetrate herself, her mouth open and her eyes rolled back in ecstasy.

      The nymph was no longer just inside her body. She was now in her mind, playing back Beth’s greatest hits.

      She felt a gentle pushing against her ass. She let go of Naia’s head and grabbed her own ass cheeks, pulling them apart for the large cock that entered her from beneath. It hummed inside her, resonating with the other through the thin perineal wall between them. Naia’s tongue was now a steady stream of water against her clit now, like a removable showerhead on full blast.

      The two cocks took turns stuffing her, and her legs kicked frantically. She felt the orgasm building but couldn’t seem to get enough air. She was being reprogrammed, all control stripped away from her. Her insides churned with excitement, the light around her body streaming brightly through the water like a sunbeam. This wasn’t just Naia getting her off. The nymph had filled her up, stretching her holes until she felt like she would burst.

      You won’t come until you beg me.

      “Please!” Her shout was muted.

      Not good enough. Naia kept up her assault, holding her just on the edge.

      “Let me come, please…” She was almost hyperventilating, the bubbles streaming into her mouth. She wanted to take a nice, deep breath and let out the scream that had built up inside her. She hovered on the precipice of perhaps the biggest orgasm she had ever had, staring down into its depths with hungry eyes.

      What will you do for me? She could hear the smile in Naia’s voice. Just begging isn’t good enough.

      Beth’s whole body hummed now, her arms floating uselessly at her sides.

      “Anything.” She couldn’t think, her brain stuck in overdrive. What on earth could such a creature want from her?

      Anything?

      “Name it!”

      The lower half of Naia’s body appeared in front of Beth’s head, legs bent as if she was sitting on her knees. It created an odd illusion, as if the nymph was leaning into a magical hole that made her torso disappear. Those thick, wonderful thighs opened in front of her. Naia’s clitoris was a large, luminescent pearl the size of a marble.

      Take that final leap.

      Beth didn’t have to be asked twice. She grabbed onto Naia’s legs and pulled them toward her, burying her face in the hairless, puffy lips in front of her. In her mind, she wanted to caress, tease, and seduce. However, once she took that thick pearl into her mouth, she realized it was somehow giving off oxygen.

      Feel free to be rough. Beth sucked it in and swirled it around her mouth with her tongue. There was no tact or planning, just pure sexual instinct. Naia’s moans emanated from the bubbles around them. Beth used her fingers, sliding two in and exploring. She pumped Naia hard, gasping when the water pumped her back. They began to rotate in the water, and Beth was now taking in larger gulps of air from Naia. The orgasm was building for both of them, Beth’s fingers slipping free when she could no longer control her hands. Instead, she wrapped her arms around Naia’s thighs and pulled her in, squeezing her ass with both hands. Naia moaned, the vibration traveling up Beth’s stomach.

      Beth’s back arched, her fingers clamping down on Naia’s skin. Unable to control herself, she took in a deep breath, the water cocks humming inside her body. The light around them soaked into her skin, filling her with warmth.

      When she screamed, the cocks expanded inside her, filling both her holes to an extent she had never known was possible. The air rushed out of her lungs in the form of hundreds of bubbles, and she was so full she felt like she couldn’t take another breath. Naia disappeared and then reappeared, her mouth finding Beth’s. A swirling vortex of water focused itself on Beth’s clit, and Naia kissed her, flooding her lungs with air once more.

      The second scream was nearly as loud, and Naia inhaled it from her, the glow from Beth’s body transferring to the nymph. Beth shuddered, losing control of her limbs, but Naia held her close, kissing her tenderly. When the third scream came, the cocks suddenly pulled out of her, triggering a fresh wave of aftershocks through her body.

      The room dimmed, the lights cutting in and out. The sphere of water around them burst, and they both fell into the bathtub beneath, the water catching them. Beth’s vision was blurry, her whole body so weak that she couldn’t move.

      The nymph held Beth’s head above the water, her whole body warm with power. Naia wiped moisture from Beth’s eyes, clearing her vision. Beth took several deep breaths, each one beginning with a sigh. They sat this way for several minutes, or maybe even an hour; she had no way of knowing.

      “Still have regrets?” Naia finally broke the silence.

      “Only one.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m not sure how anybody is going to top that.” They both laughed. Beth sighed, enjoying the feel of Naia’s fingers running through her hair. “So did you figure it out? How to break the spell, or enchantment, whatever?”

      Naia’s fingers stopped, and Beth felt the nymph tense up next to her. “About that. I’m not sure how to tell you this, but…” Naia sat up, moving across from Beth to face her. She took her hands in her own, holding them tightly. “Do you know how I swapped soul pieces with Mike?”

      “Yeah?”

      The nymph grimaced.

      “I’m not sure how, but the demon stitched part of his soul to yours.”
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        * * *

      

      Mike walked slowly through the long tunnel, marveling at the random bits of furniture stuck in the walls. Occasionally they would pass a window that overlooked a random geographical feature. Mountains, lakes, and underground caverns were on full display for him, and he wondered if these were places contained inside the house or something else altogether.

      “Hold up.” Carmina stopped the group, her body flashing three times. The tunnel branched off in two directions. She flew quickly down one path, her light fading away. Soon the only light they had was the glow of Cecilia’s body, her eerie hair floating in the stillness of the cavern.

      They waited in silence for several minutes, Mike’s eyes adjusting to the gloom. He knelt to examine a piece of wood embedded in the floor. He touched it, wondering where the other side was. The wood radiated enough heat to warm his fingers.

      “What the hell?” He waved Tink over, who touched it with her hands. She examined it with her goggles, her face screwed up in concentration.

      “Hot wood attached to hot room.” She shrugged at him, the lenses flicking away from her face and disappearing. “Tink out of ideas. Maybe sauna?”

      “Fair enough.” As long as the hot room wasn’t secretly on fire. He didn’t need the house to expand and then promptly burn down. What happened in the unrevealed rooms anyway? Tink and the others had told him they’d been asleep until he’d discovered them, but he suspected it was more than that. Did time just jump forward or was everyone in suspended animation somehow?

      His mind went through all the possibilities, his theories getting deeper with every minute. It suddenly occurred to him that Carmina had been gone for a very long time.

      “Do you think we should go after her?” he asked.

      Tink jumped at the sound of his voice. She had been leaning against the wall and had apparently dozed off. Her hands tightened around her hammer, and she jumped forward, brushing her skirt off. Cecilia was staring down the tunnel Carmina had traveled through. Her milky white eyes couldn’t see, at least not on the visible spectrum. Her view of the world was completely different from his, and she was currently focused on something.

      “What is it?” Mike moved in front of her to see better, his body blocking her glow. His eyes quickly adapted, and he saw a faint red light swirling down the passage, steadily drawing closer. It was like watching a star fall from the sky.

      “Run!” Carmina’s voice was full of panic. Mike turned to go back toward the house, but Carmina took the tunnel’s other path, pausing just long enough to lock eyes with him.

      “Not toward the house!” She sped away, her wings beating frantically. Loud clunking sounds came from where she had been, so they followed behind her, moving as quickly as they could. Tink was the slowest, so Mike picked her up and carried her, slung over his shoulder.

      “Husband go faster!” Tink patted him on the back to urge him on. Mike rolled his eyes at her demand. She wasn’t carrying an extra person, after all.

      “What’s coming after us?” he asked.

      “Scary chair!” Something metallic pinged off the walls, causing Mike to tap into his inner sprinter. They moved through a couple of twists in the tunnel, and a dim light appeared at the end of it.

      “Chair?” He wanted to turn, but he heard that metallic sound again. Tink’s legs kicked, and she swung her hammer. She connected with something, and he felt the shock travel through his shoulder.

      “Run faster!” She smacked him with her free hand. His chest already burned from running with a goblin, and he charged into the light. Gravity shifted dramatically, the world spinning rapidly around him while he fell sideways and crashed into the floor.

      He was in a large, empty food pantry, and the hole had been chewed into the floor. The sudden shift in gravity had caused his fall, and he tried to stand. Tink had tumbled farther than he had, and she was already up.

      A shape burst through the opening and arced toward him. He rolled to the side, narrowly dodging it. He stood and saw that he faced an old wheelchair that had been modified to hold a pair of machetes on sticks and some whirring saw blades affixed to the end of metal pipes. The blades whirred ominously without a motor to power them, and the chair spun in place, facing Mike.

      Cecilia floated in front of him and moved away. The chair followed her instead, swinging at her. She dodged out of the way, her ethereal form safe from its sharp edges.

      Tink leaped on the chair from behind and whacked at one of the pipes with her hammer. The chair bucked and nearly dumped her. Between the spinning around and swinging, Mike couldn’t get close enough to help.

      Carmina pulled on his ear.

      “Block the hole!” She flew next to one of the empty shelves. “That wasn’t the only thing after us!”

      “Jesus.” Mike looked down the tunnel and could hear whatever was chasing them coming. He stayed on the other side of the hole and grabbed at the empty shelves, pulling them down. They were heavy but easy enough to tip. He shoved them across the opening just as Tink knocked one of the machetes off the chair.

      “Stupid fucking slashy chair.” She swung at the center of a wheel and knocked something loose. One wheel wobbled dangerously when the thing turned, slowing it down substantially. Whoever had designed the chair hadn’t accounted for an attack from behind. The chair kept circling around the hole toward him, and he kept dodging away, grabbing onto anything he could stack on top of the shelves to hold them down.

      Something heavy slammed into the shelves, making the pile pop up a couple feet before slamming back into place. Blocking the hole wasn’t going to accomplish anything.

      “Tink, let’s go!” He opened the door of the pantry and looked out. It was a room that looked similar to a kitchen but more industrial and much older than his own. He didn’t see a fridge, and the oven was woodburning. Cecilia rushed the chair, phasing through it and grabbing Tink by the wrists to pull her free. Mike held the door open long enough for them to pass through, then pulled it shut. The chair crashed into the other side, the saw blades piercing through the heavy wood.

      Tink took the opportunity to strike the whirring blades with her hammer. Sparks sprayed across the door, and one of the blades broke off, stuck in the wood. She repeated the process on the other blade, and it bent down, jamming in place. The door rattled, the chair trying to pull free.

      “Good work.” He patted her on the head. The machetes were smacking against the door, but he doubted they could get any sort of speed with the chair stuck so close to it. “What the hell was that thing?”

      “Spare parts and hell incarnate,” Cecilia said. She floated above the room, casting her gaze toward the floor. “I don’t see anything like that in here.”

      “What is this place?” He walked toward the wall, looking for a light switch. Failing to find one, he noticed a lamp built into the wall. It had no bulb in it or any wiring. Carmina jumped off his collar and turned into a ball of light, landing inside. The scattered glow lit the room enough for a better look around.

      It was a servants’ kitchen. Long counters were built for food preparation, and he could see old stains along the large table in the middle of the room. He was worried it might come to life, but he was pleased to see it was bolted in place to the floor.

      “It’s old.” Cecilia touched the counter with her fingertips. “I haven’t seen such a thing for over a century.” She traced her finger along it, removing a thick layer of dust.

      “Cupboards empty.” Tink had stuck her head in the closest one to her. “No pots. No pans.”

      “Knives?” Mike asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

      “Um…” Tink looked at an empty knife block on the counter. “Tink hope not.” The pantry door behind them thudded loudly. Whatever had pursued them had piled against the door.

      He was grateful they couldn’t get out, but it also meant he and the others couldn’t leave that way either.

      “I guess we keep going.” He signaled to Carmina, who hopped out of the sconce and fluttered in front of them. The thick wooden door at the end of the kitchen was somehow ominous. When he touched the knob, he swallowed the lump in his throat.

      “A chuisle mo chroí,” Cecilia whispered in his ear, the sudden chill of her breath making goose bumps stand up all along his neck.

      “What?” He had no idea what she’d just said.

      Cecilia smirked. “Allow me to look. It’s why I came.” She passed through him, a chill running throughout his whole body. She turned around to blow him a kiss while sinking through the door.

      “Big screamer is big show-off.” Tink hopped onto the counter and crossed her legs. She took a moment to rearrange a couple of the tools she had brought with her.

      “Yes, but she isn’t very good at fixing things, is she?”

      A small blush bloomed along her green cheeks. She cleared her throat while inspecting her hammer. From where he stood, he could see the gashes in the head of it. Behind them, the pounding on the pantry door had minimized.

      Cecilia phased back through the door. “All clear.” She winked at Tink, who ignored her.

      He pushed the door open. He was looking at a dining room with a plain wooden table. This room was devoid of any other furniture. He stepped inside and looked around. A thick layer of dust was here as well. To his right was a short hallway with some doors, and to his left was a spiral staircase going up.

      “I think we’re in a basement.” How did this figure into the layout of the house? He watched Carmina vanish down the hall, her lithe form flitting between the rooms.

      “Heavy stuff gone,” Tink announced, pointing to some large scratches in the floor. His eyes traced the path back toward the wall. Clearly a large dresser or something similar had been against the wall.

      “Looks like it was dragged away.” He could almost picture the heavy legs gouging out the wooden floor. The trajectory pointed toward the spiral staircase. “Whatever they removed, it wasn’t animated yet.”

      “Hmm.” The lenses on Tink’s goggles flicked back and forth as she looked around some more.

      Carmina returned, leaving a sparkling trail behind her. “The rooms are empty.”

      “What kind of rooms are they?” Mike asked.

      The fairy shrugged. He went to check them out. They were similar in size to the small room they had found on the second floor. The wood had faded in places, and he could see that they had been minimally furnished. “Servants’ quarters,” he guessed aloud. Where the hell had they ended up?

      Tink walked in behind him. He heard her lenses shift, and she walked to the far wall.

      “Secret compartment,” she announced, then stuck a claw in a gap in the floor. She lifted the loose plank to reveal a small storage area. Inside were a couple of books and a box. Tink handed the books to Mike.

      “Interesting.” He opened one of the books and was surprised to see it was just numbers. After turning a few pages, he realized he was looking at some sort of ledger tracking payments in and out. He closed the book and opened the other. The handwriting was very clean and in cursive, the language unfamiliar to him. Some of the words leaped out at him, and he realized he was reading something similar to German.

      Up in the corner, it had been dated in the year 1196.

      “Holy shit.” He flipped through the pages. There was no way he was still in the house; it hadn’t been around this long. Or had it? He had always assumed the house had been built on this spot, but what if it had been moved?

      Tink handed him a small pouch she had found. It had some coins inside. He pocketed them for later.

      A brief search of the other rooms revealed nothing else of value and no signs of the rats or Jenny. They reconvened in the dining room, the sound of furniture banging against the pantry having dulled considerably.

      Carmina flew ahead up the stairs, and they followed at a slower rate. A lump had formed in Mike’s throat. He had expected to end up in the rat king’s lair again, not in an ancient mansion. He felt woefully outmatched here and wished he had more of the girls with him.

      The stairs stopped at an open archway, and he stepped through. He now stood in a library, the shelves stuffed full of books. Large curtains covered windows on the far wall, and Carmina hovered before the next door, waving them over.

      “Your turn,” he told Cecilia. She phased through the door and stopped halfway. She backed up, a puzzled expression on her face.

      “I can’t go any farther.” She looked toward Mike. “There’s a barrier.”

      “Magic?” He grabbed the handle of the door and pulled. There was no latch, and it swung open with a loud creak. He winced, then looked through the crack. He pulled the door open even farther, unsure of what he was seeing.

      It was solid rock. He touched the cool stone, feeling around the edges of the door. There were no gaps between the frame and the stone. It was as if any leftover space had been filled.

      “Whoa.” Tink was looking at the door itself. The surface was uneven, as if it had been sanded down in random places. Mike stepped back to examine it and realized he was looking at a reverse image of the stone wall. He gently closed the door until it was open only a crack. Using his flashlight, he saw that the door’s surface matched perfectly.

      “I don’t get it.” He looked at Tink. “Why would someone do this?”

      “Tink think not on purpose.” She pushed the door shut. “Need find way out.”

      “Windows, maybe?” He walked to them and pulled on the curtains. They fell apart, sending a cascade of dust across the room. He coughed, walking out of the cloud. He really wished they had brought some water to drink.

      He looked up to see Tink, Cecilia, and Carmina all looking out the window. When he turned around, he couldn’t help but stare too.

      The windows gave him a bird’s-eye view of the city, as if the room had been tilted perfectly sideways. They were high enough that Mike could actually make out some surrounding clouds and a plane that flew beneath, and he instantly felt a small bout of vertigo take over.

      “We’re in the sky.” He looked at the door across the room. That couldn’t be true, though, because they were also embedded in rock. They were easily a couple of miles up, but somebody would have noticed a large house built into an even bigger rock just floating there.

      Right?

      He snapped a picture of the city with his phone. This was a mystery he could deal with later, but he didn’t feel like coming back to do so.

      “Tracks!” Tink shouted, making Mike jump. She was walking all over the room. “Stinky rat tracks, all over!”

      “Where do they go?” He watched her circle the room for a few minutes, then approach one of the shelves. She walked along it, her fingers tracing the titles. She eventually settled on a pair of thick books at the end and pulled them out. She stuck her arm in the gap and twisted something.

      There was a loud click. She walked to the end of the shelf and grabbed the edge.

      “Husband help too.” She was pulling on the shelf. Mike pushed from the other side, and the whole shelf slid along a hidden track in the floor. They revealed a passageway that went about ten feet back and terminated in the same stone as behind the door to the room. However, a hole had been chewed into the floor right in front of the stone wall.

      “Hey, great job!” He gave Tink a high five, then ducked away when the books on the shelves launched themselves in his direction. He was knocked off his feet, the old tomes clamping down on his arms and legs. Several more collided with him, their covers flapping like angry birds.

      “Tink!” Mike couldn’t see where he was going. The books that landed on the floor would flop around like fish, then flip their covers open violently, launching themselves toward him. The books passed harmlessly through Cecilia, who grabbed Mike by the hand to guide him toward the door. Some of the books were heavy enough that they felt like punches and kicks when they hit him.

      The room stank of old paper and mildew. He squinted through the chaos and saw a faint red glow near the floor. He knelt and grabbed Carmina from underneath a book that was actively trying to chew her up. When they entered the tunnel, a few books were able to follow, but the majority kept flailing around randomly.

      He swatted away the few that had followed them, marveling at the large bruise that had already appeared on his arm. They got to the edge of the hole in the floor and looked down.

      “Well. Okay, then.” There were no tricks this time. The hole was in the ceiling of a large bedroom. A magnificent four-poster bed was right beneath them. Mike jumped first, his stomach lurching into his throat, before landing on the mattress with a thud. He rolled out of the way just as Tink followed.

      “That wasn’t so—” The mattress snapped shut like a Venus flytrap. Mike drew his knife and sliced it along the fold, while Tink tried to squirm free from the inside. The bed was hopping up and down, making him think of countless horror movies with nasty poltergeists. The huge frame bent inward, trying to swat at him with its posts while he cut. Cecilia was holding on to one of them, keeping it from clubbing Mike in the head.

      “Fuck!” One of the posts smacked him hard, his vision going dark around the edges. Growling, he sliced the offending post cleanly off, then did the same to the other one near him. Digging the blade into the frame beneath him, it took only seconds to finish slicing that part of the bed cleanly in two. It sagged and was unable to hop in the air nearly as far. He turned his attention back to the mattress and cut it open to pull Tink free. Using the knife, he sliced off the other posts and then cut the legs off as well. The bed was now a small pile of wood, flopping limply on the floor.

      “Tired of this enchanted furniture bullshit.” He stood and got knocked over by a dresser drawer that had been fired at him from the armoire across the room. Tink flew into a rage and leaped on top of it, smashing the drawers before any more could slide out. She made the whole thing tip onto its front, whaling on the back with the hammer.

      Ears ringing, Mike shook his head and sat down on the squirming pile of bed beneath him. This bedroom was still properly furnished, and he feared that anything could ambush them at a moment’s notice. Tink joined him, breathing hard from exertion.

      “Fucking rat king.” She scowled at the ruined furniture across from her.

      “I agree.” He stared at the dresser. Why hadn’t it attacked him while he was breaking the bed?

      It was the same with the books. They had only attacked when he and Tink had opened the secret passageway.

      “Triggers. They operate on triggers.” He looked at the bed. “I was too fast for it, but this one attacked when Tink landed on it.” He looked at the drawer that had hit him. “And my guess is that one attacks if someone gets too far away from the bed. Maybe.”

      “Then they are traps?” Cecilia asked.

      “Potentially.” The only way to know for sure would be to identify some enchanted furniture and then see if they could avoid triggering it. But then how would they know it had been enchanted?

      “Tink hate rat house.” She gave the toppled dresser a kick.

      “Agreed.” He put his hand on the door. “Cecilia?”

      The banshee passed through and came right back.

      “You’re not gonna like it.” She shook her head.

      “Rats?”

      “Worse.” She took the doorknob and opened it for him. The door swung out into a dimly lit storage room about twenty feet wide and a hundred feet long. It was illuminated from above by flickering fluorescent light tubes that cast ominous shadows in every direction. At the far end was a set of double doors. The cracked floor was made of concrete, and the room was punctuated by metal pillars.

      Along the walls, like silent guardians, stood bits of furniture. Each one looked cobbled together from random household items. To make matters worse, several of them had sharp, glistening blades attached to their makeshift limbs.

      Tink stuck her head around Mike, then looked up at him. “Tink know where knives went.”
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        * * *

      

      Yuki stood on the buttress of her tower, looking down into the valley below. The sun had set hours ago, and she could hear the steady drumbeats of the creatures that lived in the forest. They had learned long ago never to bother her but would on occasion appear and create trouble for her.

      She squeezed the stone of the tower with her fingers, inadvertently summoning lines of frost that radiated out like spiderwebs. Earlier, she had stood outside the grove for the better part of the day. The Caretaker hadn’t passed by the other side of the portal that led here, which had frustrated her to no end. In anger, she had summoned a storm of ice that had buried the region, so she had come home in an effort to let it go for now. It would do no good to finally lure the Caretaker here only for them to turn around because the terrain was hostile.

      And so she sipped her tea and gazed hatefully down into the valley, hoping that maybe tonight some brave fool would wander up and attempt to kill the snow queen. She only hoped that, someday soon, she would see a similar look on the Caretaker’s face.

      Her vengeance could wait another day, month, or even year if necessary. She would keep casting her magical lure, and eventually, the Caretaker would come.

      She pulled a deck of tarot cards from the pockets of her robes and fanned them out. It was difficult to do a reading on herself, so she thought of the valley below and wondered if she could do such a reading for the creatures that had made this place a home.

      Now back inside the tower, she focused her mind on the collection of tribes that lived beneath her gaze, then set up the familiar cross on the table in her bedroom. As she flipped over the cards, a large grin spread across her face.

      Apparently big changes were coming for the centaur herd and soon. Smiling as she readied herself for bed, she hoped that meant big changes were coming for her as well.
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            Stirring Memories

          

        

      

    

    
      The group was huddled on the floor, staring at the mock map Mike had made of the hallway. He had used his knife to carve wooden blocks from the still-flopping dresser, laying the pieces end to end. The smaller ones had already stopped shaking, and the larger ones were weakening. Cecilia hovered overhead, and Carmina stood among the blocks.

      Carmina had gone first, flying along the ceiling and then back again. Cecilia had become invisible, traversing the same distance. The furniture had remained stationary, meaning that the trigger was likely visual in nature. Mike held the invisibility potion in his hand, wondering if it could be of any help. It would only work on one person, and he and Tink both needed to get to the other side of the room.

      There was a hole in the floor at the other end, which led into an office. He doubted the furniture in there was safe either and worried that if they ran for it, they would get trapped between two sets of murderous furnishings.

      “What do we think?” He looked at the others.

      “If Tink right, not all activate at once.” Tink flicked the first block away from the others. It tried to flip itself at Mike but only succeeding in trembling. “We smash one at time.”

      “And if I am right, the trigger for the others will be the first objects activating.” He shook his head. “I really want Tink to be right, but I don’t want to find out the hard way that she isn’t.”

      “If Mike is right, the best option would be to run and hope there is a delay.” Cecilia tapped on the thin disk Mike had set down to represent the hole. “This room was mostly empty, and we might be able to bottleneck them. They aren’t smart, by any means, and could catch on each other.”

      “Which leaves us these.” Mike indicated three taller blocks. Carmina and Cecilia had described them in much detail, and they all agreed these were the most dangerous of all. The first was a large china cabinet full of dishes. The thing looked heavy, but he suspected the dishes would be like the projectile books from the library. The next was a sofa that had rickety legs added to it, the top cushions stitched together for some unseen reason.

      The last was a dress form with a pair of arms attached. Instead of fists, it had been given knife hands. The rest of the stuff in the hall seemed put together just experimentally, but these three were the most suspicious of them all.

      “The objects don’t seem to be sentient. Maybe we could lure them out first?” Cecilia pointed at the blocks. “Maybe I could make them chase me and then disappear?”

      “That’s not a bad idea, but if they didn’t notice you, that probably means one of us has to trigger them.” Mike looked at the model he had built. “There is a hole in the floor right before the double doors. I wonder if stuff would fall down there? What’s on the other side of those doors anyway?”

      “Let me check.” Cecelia blew Mike a kiss and vanished from sight. Several minutes passed before she reappeared.

      “The double doors are another dead end. It’s that weird rock from before.”

      “Fuck!” Mike threw one of the blocks. It bounced off the remains of the bed, which flopped like a dying fish in response.

      “But good news! The room through the hole is one of the rooms in our house. The door is locked, but Abella is still waiting on the other side. She wants to know if she should break down the door or wait for you.”

      Mike frowned, thinking on it. “If she breaks in, then we can’t seal off this passageway anymore, not easily anyway. But then she could trigger any traps waiting for us and smash anything that is following us.” He drew the dagger. “If one of us could cut the lock, then she could come up here.”

      “About that. The hole narrows. You should be able to fit if you stretch your arms over your head, but no way will she make it.”

      “Goddamn it.” He fought off the idea of getting stuck while being chased. “This whole expedition has been one giant fucking dead end.”

      “Not enough rat jam,” Tink added.

      “You’re right.” He looked at the hole in the ceiling. Up above, he could still hear some of the books fluttering around in the room. There was something about that room that was bothering him, and he felt like he was holding a puzzle piece with nowhere to put it. Carmina, now bored, was stacking the more active cubes, determined to see how high she could pile them before they fell apart.

      “Okay, I’ve got it.” He pulled the dagger free. “Carmina, can you fly with this?”

      The fairy left her pile of blocks and inspected it. “Maybe.”

      “Here, try it out but be careful. If you drop that, it will cut through everything.” If not for the hilt, Mike was convinced the thing would sink to the center of the Earth.

      Carmina grabbed the handle and grunted, her four wings fluttering furiously. She hovered upward slowly and made a quick loop around the room. Her speed was very diminished, but she was able to maneuver okay. She landed, setting the blade flat side down on the floor.

      “I can do it. What are you thinking?”

      “You take the knife and stick it in the lock. Gravity will do all the work pulling it down, and that will let Abella come in while leaving the doors intact. She can trash whatever jumps her there. Once that room is cleared out, we make a run for it down the hall. Just leave the knife on the ground; I don’t want to stumble and fall on it while running.” He moved toward one of the long supports from the bed. He sliced it down until it was roughly the size of a baseball bat. “We just need to slide through the hole before we get roughed up. I doubt anything makes it through, but Abella can take care of it if it does.” He let out a deep breath. “Once we get back, I think it would be best to meet with the others and discuss a better plan this time. We were all in a hurry to find Jenny, but we haven’t even seen any rats. I almost think these are unused tunnels.”

      “If these are unused, then why all the weird enchanted stuff?” When Cecilia spoke, his jaw dropped.

      Why indeed? They had seen no signs of habitation, and they definitely hadn’t stumbled across any treasure. His mind was back on the sky room once more.

      “We can discuss it later. Carmina?” He held out the dagger. “Please be careful.”

      “You bet.” She took it from him and flew through the door once he opened it. They all watched her as she disappeared down the tunnel at the end. They waited a few minutes and then heard the sound of splintering wood. The furniture in the hallway remained motionless.

      After several more minutes, Carmina appeared in the gap. She stuck a finger in her mouth and blew, inflating her entire hand like a balloon. She gave them a thumbs-up.

      “That’s one way to do it.” He knelt and let Tink crawl on his back, her legs passing through the loops in his arms. “Ready?”

      “Giddyap!” Tink slipped her goggles into place and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. Mike held out his club, then opened the door and ran.

      The moment he passed in between a lamp with a boxing glove on top and a coffee table, the whole room activated in a chain reaction. Furniture threw itself forward, some of the bigger pieces overlapping with each other and getting tangled up.

      The lamp bent over and launched itself like a spear. The boxing glove hit Mike in the face, knocking his head to the side. Tink grabbed the lamp and tossed it to the ground as Mike stepped onto the coffee table. It tried to hop beneath him, and he jumped off that and onto an angry mini fridge that was spilling old cans of diet cola every time it opened its door.

      “It’s like the swap meet from hell.” He jumped on top of a dresser, the drawers opening and closing beneath him. It tried to tip over, but it was too close to one of the pillars and bounced back. Mike used the shift in direction to leap down onto an ottoman. It jumped up and down, but he was too heavy for it. A coffee table turned on its side and rolled toward him. He knocked it aside with the club, causing it to crash into the mini fridge.

      A tea set leaped off a nearby end table. The pot smashed into the wall behind him, and he swung his club, shattering one of the teacups before it could hit him in the face.

      “Sorry, Chip.” He stomped on another one and kicked over a table lamp. Most of what was in here was junk, but now he faced the strangely stitched couch.

      The upper cushions curled like a giant lip, revealing the rows of knives that had been stuck into the cushions.

      “No bite! No bite!” Tink squirmed, her feet kicking out. Mike shoved the club into the couch’s mouth, pushing it back. The dumb thing was on felt casters, allowing him to push it easily across the concrete floor. Its gnashing teeth made metallic clinking sounds, and when the boxing-glove lamp caught up to him, he fed it to the couch.

      “Smash!” Tink’s shifting weight threw Mike off-balance. He turned around to see that she had used her hammer on a changing screen, punching a hole through the top. He grabbed that too and threw it toward the couch. It was now caught up on the cord of the lamp, rotating instead of moving forward.

      An Easy-Bake oven hopped toward him, a knife hanging out of its open door. He sidestepped, kicking it down the hall. The china cabinet was next, and its doors popped open. The first dish was a miss, but the next hit him squarely in the forehead, splintering against his flesh. He nearly fell over, but Tink grabbed a nearby pillar with her free hand, steadying him.

      “Shit, ow!” He ducked behind the pillar as several plates smashed themselves into pieces against it. The furniture was already closing in.

      The temperature in the room dropped, and Mike plugged his ears. Tink did the same, and Cecilia got between them and the china cabinet. She screamed, the sound painful even through his fingertips. The dishes rattled and cracked inside the cabinet, and she drew its attention away from them. It fired plates uselessly at the banshee while Mike and Tink ran for it. He kicked down a vacuum cleaner and an ironing board. A love seat with spider legs leaped across the room, but he fell to his knees, the seat crashing into the wall past him.

      The sound of metal slicing through air made him scramble away, the dress form hopping up and down nearby. It swung at him with its pointy arms, nearly tipping over with every swing. Whoever had designed it had forgotten to give it suitable feet, and Mike ran around it, the wobbly thing falling over in an attempt to stab him.

      “Go!” He bent over, and Tink leaped across him, landing headfirst in the hole. Her tail quickly disappeared. He stuck up his arms and jumped.

      The inside of the tunnel was rough and beat him up terribly when he reached the narrow section. A strong hand grabbed his foot and pulled him through, dragging him sideways into a room. Abella leaned over him, concern on her face.

      “Where’s Cecilia?” he asked, but she appeared by his side. Tink was already in the hall, digging through the woodpile, when he stepped outside. Once Carmina and Abella were clear, they shut the door and nailed boards into the wall before collapsing against it when finished. Tink and Mike held each other, doing their best to catch their breath.

      Footsteps echoed down the hall, and Zel appeared from around the corner.

      “How did it go?” she asked.

      Mike groaned in response.
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        * * *

      

      Zel used a cotton swab and tweezers to clean ceramic shards out of the cut on Mike’s face. He and Tink sat on the hay bales by Zel’s workbench. Cecilia was patrolling the house, and Carmina had gone into Beth’s closet to get Ratu.

      “You might need stitches.” Zel had him hold a clean rag to his forehead. “The shards kept moving after they were embedded in there.”

      “Great. How steady are your hands?”

      Zel grinned, then turned back to her table. Mike noticed her feet looked slightly bigger than they had before but kept it to himself. Beth wandered in, her cheeks flushed. She was wearing a different outfit than before, a sundress with boots. She sat across from him, a frown plastered on her face.

      “I heard you come back. How did it go?”

      “Poorly.” He gave her the brief version, ending with their final flight down the hallway. Zel came back from her table with a thick paste and rubbed it into the cut on his head. His scalp tingled, and he tried to touch it, but Zel swatted his hand away.

      “That needs to sit for ten minutes.”

      “Why not use some of that potion you gave me?”

      “That potion is for emergency use only, and that’s the only one I have.”

      “Can you make more?”

      “Not until the next full moon. I was too busy during the last one to do anything.” She winked at him, then turned toward Tink. The goblin had a nasty bruise on her shin that was already turning yellow. A different poultice was applied, causing the goblin to grimace. He leaned back on the hay, staring at the hanging light bulb up above.

      “Is Cecilia okay? I don’t see her.” Zel looked around as if double-checking for her.

      “We wore her out. She’s out front now, recharging.” He shook his head. “We wouldn’t have made it back without her.”

      “I heard there was need of me?” Ratu walked through the door, her hands tucked into her kimono. She was followed by Sofia, who had to duck when she came in. “Sorry for the delay, but I stopped by the Library on the way up.”

      “Wow, that was fast,” Mike said. Carmina had left only ten minutes ago.

      “I guess.” The naga sat down next to Beth and took her hand. “So let’s hear some more about your problem.”

      “What problem?” he asked.

      Beth dropped her head, her eyes on the floor. “When I got stuck in the mirror prison, the demon there attached part of his soul to mine. This morning, he started showing up in mirrors around the house.”

      “Wait, so he’s inside the house?” He felt a cold chill in his gut.

      “Not quite. He can’t escape the mirror, so he is only in my reflection. But he’s been threatening me, and I worry that he might be putting you all in danger.”

      “Have you tried calling Dana? She could put Lily on the phone, and we could ask her.”

      “Tried. No answer. Besides, I get the impression this demon is kind of a big deal, even for a demon.”

      “And that’s where I come in.” Ratu pulled some books from her kimono. “I’m certain we can find a way to undo the spell before it becomes a bigger problem. However, now I wonder if you needed me for something too. That’s a nasty cut on your head.”

      Mike told her everything, then handed over the journal he had taken. Ratu examined it, then gave it to Sofia. The cyclops appeared bothered by it, her eye glued to the writings inside. When he finished his story, it was Beth’s turn. She showed everyone the marks on her arm and explained how Oliver kept coming to her in various reflections. The naga nodded when she was done, deep in thought.

      “So it sounds like we have two problems for me to tackle. What to do about the rat king and how to remove a parasitic soul from a human.” She turned toward Sofia. “Were you able to learn anything about His Highness?”

      The question startled Sofia, and she nearly dropped the journal. “Perhaps. I did some looking. Almost everything I found about a rat king was simply a mass of rats tangled together by their tails. I found that odd so did some more digging.” She grabbed at a messenger bag that Mike hadn’t realized she was wearing over one shoulder, then pulled a book out of it. “I think this is an example of an imperfect translation. When I went back far enough, I kept seeing the same symbol over and over. This one.”

      She opened a book and held it up. It was a detailed sketch of several rats, their tails overlapping in intricate loops that reminded Mike of a Celtic knot.

      “So some old books mention a rat king and follow it with this diagram. But the diagram was meant to be interpretive. The tails overlap and cross over one another. This is a kind of symbolism for how reality overlaps itself.” Sofia tapped the symbol with her finger.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Mike scratched his head.

      “I found it in a very old book. This symbol used to be the coat of arms of the very first rat king. The many rats represent his subjects, and their overlapping tails represent their ability to chew holes into the places where reality can overlap.” She closed the book. “Think of your older human cartoons where a mouse runs into a hole and somehow comes out somewhere impossible. That’s some leftover lore making it into mainstream culture.”

      “So wait. The rat king can chew holes that go from one place to another?”

      “Kind of. The original idea was that tiny holes would be used so that his subjects could safely travel his kingdom. Find a hole in the barn, end up in the castle—that sort of thing. It’s supposed to be short-range. However, this house is different.”

      “That’s right!” Beth sat up suddenly, her eyes on Ratu. “It’s just like you said. The architect did all sorts of tricks with time and space to fold this place up. The greenhouse and the Labyrinth aren’t in the house but somewhere else.”

      “I don’t follow.” He looked at all three of them, then turned to Tink. Tink was ignoring the conversation, drawing something on a piece of paper.

      “Have you ever seen the wormhole explanation in a movie? The one where they fold a piece of paper and poke a hole in it?” Beth looked ready to show him if he hadn’t.

      “Yeah, a shortcut through time and space. I get that.”

      “Well, imagine the paper is made of several different sheets already. When they chewed through the house, they found themselves able to travel to some in-between spots.”

      “Exactly!” Sofia held up the journal. “This makes so much sense. The place you found this journal has been missing for centuries. Not lost but removed. It was home to a very small community of magical and nonmagical beings. When the Crusades came, something happened and they fled but not before activating a spell much like the geas. The place vanished, its secrets lost to the world.”

      “Was it by chance a flying castle?”

      “What? No, it was built on a hilltop.”

      “The whole thing was tilted on its side.” Mike pulled out his phone and showed them the picture of the city. “It’s just hovering above this place.”

      “Whoa.” Beth took the phone. “I think it might be somewhere in Brazil but can’t be sure. I went on a school trip there when I was in high school. I recognize that set of buildings.”

      “Fascinating. The place was sealed away, and somehow a piece of it remains in the sky.” Ratu looked at Beth. “In a way, this is similar to the story of Atlantis, only the seams have grown weak on this part of the property.”

      Mike let out a sigh. He’d have Beth explain it better to him later. “How can we use this information?”

      “The rats don’t need holes as large as they’ve been chewing them. This implies they were moving something.” Beth gave him his phone back. “Also, why would they go here? It sounds like the rats don’t accidentally chew holes into places.”

      “Fuck.” The realization hit him like a brick to the head. With the ability to go anywhere, why would the rats care about his house? The answer? They didn’t. However, Emily would have had plenty of motive to use the rats to travel. Whatever she had been looking for had been important enough that she hadn’t wanted anyone else to know about it, which meant taking drastic measures. “The second floor wasn’t just sealed off. Emily erased her own memories about it. The rat king didn’t sneak in; he was brought here. By Emily.”

      They all looked at him.

      “The stupid furniture, the weird tunnels, all of it. Emily was using them to go somewhere.”

      “But why?” Sofia asked.

      “She was looking for something and needed the rats. She did something to keep them in line when she was done, but now that she’s gone, they’re ready to run amok.” He scowled at the floor. “We need to find Jenny first and then talk to the rat king. He will know what she was looking for.”

      “You mean what she found.” Beth shook her head. “I don’t like the idea that whatever she found needed to be kept a secret even from Naia.”

      “Yeah, well…” He shrugged. “Beats a group of witches summoning storms on the lawn.” He hoped he was right. “Tink, what are you working on?”

      “Rat smasher.” She scribbled a few extra lines and hopped off her hay bale. “Tink go work now. See husband later.” She walked toward the stairs in the back of the garage, disappearing around the corner.

      Mike’s stomach growled. It was getting dark out, and he realized he hadn’t eaten all day. It was time for a break.
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        * * *

      

      Sofia made them sit at the small table just off the kitchen. Beth, Ratu, Zel, and Mike chatted quietly while Sofia cooked. Tink appeared briefly when food came out, grabbing a plate for herself and then wandering back out to the garage, muttering the whole time. Sofia sat on her knees so that she was at eye level with everybody else.

      Sitting at the table, Mike looked over his strange new family. He was surrounded by beautiful women who enjoyed his company, fantastic food for all of them to enjoy, and a sense of belonging he had never had. He wondered if Emily had felt the same way at some point. What could have turned her toward her strange behavior near the end?

      It grew even darker outside, night having finally come. Ratu and Sofia left, returning to their respective areas. Mike felt guilty going to bed with Jenny still missing, but he was exhausted. This wasn’t a problem he could just throw himself at, and he hoped for more clarity in the morning.

      At Beth’s request, he covered the mirrors in the bathroom and her bedroom. It gave him the chills to think that a demon could be sitting behind the reflection of the fabric, just waiting to make a grab for him. Beth was unusually stoic about the fact that some dark entity had it in for her, but he assumed it was part of what made her a perfect fit for the house.

      Naia helped him bathe, giving him a relaxing massage in the tub. He asked her again if she knew anything about what Emily had been doing, but she still had no answers. Resigned to having a mystery to solve on his own, he slid into the cool sheets of his bed, staring at the oddly placed carpet near the corner of the room. It was where Emily had been found eventually, her body rotting and ruining the wood.

      “What were you up to?” He knew from Ratu that she had been seeking immortality but felt like that was no longer the whole story.

      Either way, the carpet didn’t have an answer for him. He turned off the light and rolled over, closing his eyes. He lay that way for nearly an hour, his mind whirring through all the possibilities. Tomorrow morning, he was going to break down the wall in the servants’ room, go down that original path, and confront the rat king in his throne room.

      Everything after that was still up in the air. The door of his room creaked, and he heard footsteps approaching the bed.

      “Hey, Tink.” He lifted the blankets to let her in. He heard clothing fall to the floor, the bed squeaking quietly when she got in. It wasn’t until he felt the normal-sized hand slide around his waist and grab his cock that he realized it wasn’t the goblin. He turned on the light and rolled over to see Zel’s smiling face staring back at him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Zel winked at him. “I wanted to spend some more time with you.”

      “Where’s Tink?”

      “She’s busy in the garage. Making a ton of noise with her tools. When I complained, she told me to sleep somewhere else, so here I am.” The centaur grinned, pulling back the sheet to reveal her bare body. “The potion is slowly wearing off, and I intend to make the most of it.”

      “Zel, I…” Thoughts of Jenny and Emily bounced around in his mind, but the sight of a naked woman before him was stiff competition. It also gave him an idea.

      “Let me help you relax.” She grabbed his cock through his boxers and gave it a couple of strokes. He was immediately hard, blood rushing to his groin. She pulled down the boxers to reveal the head of his cock.

      “Wait, before we begin. How slowly are you turning back?”

      Zel shrugged. “Slow enough. I’m guessing twelve to forty hours.” She stroked his cock and gave it a lick. “Do you want to talk about math or get your dick sucked?”

      “Let’s try something else.” He sat up and pushed her onto her back. “If this really is a limited-time thing, let’s take advantage of it.” He spread her legs apart, marveling at the silky mane of her tail beneath her ass. Her legs were furry but still smooth to the touch. He lightly stroked her fuzzy pubes, admiring the thick lips of her labia.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Horsing around.” He lowered his head and planted kisses along her inner thighs.

      “You’re so funny.” The irritation in her voice was replaced by a soft sigh. He ran his fingers up her legs and across her thick, puffy folds.

      “I do my best.” He gave her a light kiss on her hip bone. “Actually, there’s something I want your help with.”

      “Whatever you want, as long as you keep doing that.” She stretched her arms, running them slowly across the sheets. “It must be nice sleeping on something so soft.”

      “It has its benefits.” He teased her some more, allowing the anticipation to build. She was enjoying the attention he gave her, but that was only second to what he actually wanted to accomplish. He kissed the area around her hairy mound, pushing his thumb along the edges of her labia, applying just enough pressure to make her cry for more.

      He pulled her into his mouth, sliding his tongue around the edge of her swollen clit. She grabbed the back of his head, her fingers pressing into his scalp. He let his mind float, the first step to his true intentions.

      She likes that. Naia’s voice echoed in his ears, his fingers suddenly moving on their own. She’s never had a tongue pleasure her before. She will be sensitive, so take it slow. She was just beneath the surface now, guiding him. He felt like a ghost in his own body, his lips and tongue moving of their own accord, guided by an unseen hand.

      Zel’s moans were low and guttural, her body moving beneath him. His tongue traced circles on her clit, his fingers sliding into her and caressing her vaginal walls. Her pelvic walls squeezed his fingers, and he added more, stretching her out. Her thighs closed, her legs wrapping around his head. She squeezed him tightly, her moans distant through her thick thighs. He crossed the fingers that he used to penetrate her and gave them a twist when they were halfway in. He enjoyed listening to the gasps of surprise that came from her, tiny sounds that were barely audible.

      He was working her into a frenzy. She was lifting her hips now, pressing herself into him. Naia’s voice cautioned him to back down if he wanted to continue. He uncrossed his fingers, savoring both her scent and tangy flavor.

      He had every intention of getting her off, but he needed more time.

      His own arousal had uncurled itself like a lazy cat in winter, stretching out before getting to work. However, that wasn’t the part of him he was looking to connect with. No, he sought something much deeper and more primal, hidden away somewhere inside his very soul.

      The wild magic was like the pilot light of a furnace, turned down low and just waiting. While his fingers twisted against sensitive spots that elicited hot gasps of pleasure from Zel, he was attempting, for the first time, to turn the heat up all by himself. He could see it, a tiny blue spark flickering in the depths of his mind.

      He was pleased when the first shock jumped from the tips of his free hand onto her thigh. Zel didn’t seem to notice, and he continued feeding that inner fire, delighting in the movements of the woman beneath him.

      Sparks formed on his fingers, spreading across the web of his thumb and all along his wrist. He teased Zel’s short pubic hairs, picturing the sparks leaping from his hands to her skin. They formed thin streamers between the two of them, the magic traveling through her pelvis and back into his mouth. He disconnected, sticking out just his tongue to tease her clit.

      “Oh!” Zel flinched when the spark jumped between them. “What are you doing down there?”

      “Did you like it?” He looked up her stomach. Through the valley between her breasts, he could see her face appraising him.

      “Very much.”

      “Good.” He resumed, licking all along her inner folds, the sparks leaping back and forth between them. He concentrated on keeping the sparks where the action was occurring, watching them crawl along her skin and vanish. Her moans were louder now, but he pushed her legs off him and sat up.

      “I want to watch you,” he told her, stroking his cock. “Play with yourself.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I can do that.” Zel closed her eyes, her fingers finding her slippery slit. “I’ve never had a chance to really do this. Not in my true form, anyway.”

      “Do you need any help?”

      She laughed, then let out a tiny moan. “I know where all the important stuff is, don’t worry. I’ve done plenty of side research.” She gasped when Mike leaned forward and pinched one of her nipples. Tiny sparks connected them, then vanished.

      “I used to carve dildos on trees when I was younger.” She moaned, using both hands to tease herself. “Find a nice, sturdy tree in the woods with some low, thick branches. Spend a few hours carving it into shape, then polish it so it was nice and smooth. Not super uncommon for centaur women, but I had to carve mine farther away from the tribe.”

      “Bet that was frustrating.” He smiled at the sight of her, slick with her own juices, her furry legs spread to give him a full view.

      “You have no idea. The first time I made one, I fucked it until my legs gave out. Came six times, had to walk back in the river I was so sore back there.”

      “I bet it was hot to see.” His cock was hard, cum leaking from the tip. He stroked with both hands, using her leftover juices as lube. The sparks inside him were migrating and building up in his cock. Every time he flexed it, it felt like he was about to blow his load.

      “There was a field of tall grass not too far from the tribe. I learned at a young age that the grass was just the right height that if I ran through it, the tops would rub against me and get me off. Used to go on morning and evening runs all the time.”

      “Sounds like you were a naughty little centaur.”

      “I had a friend I used to run with. We would make a game of it, see who got off first.” Zel’s voice was shaky now, her words coming in bursts. She gyrated her hips on the bed, her fingers moving faster.

      Mike had stroked himself to the point that he felt like he was about to lose his own load, but he knew that wasn’t accurate. The magic had built up inside him with nowhere to go. Little sparks crawled across his skin, and he mentally commanded them to gather in just one place.

      It was time.

      He grabbed a handful of her tail and pulled, her whole body shifting toward him. She spread her legs wide, and he placed his hands on her thighs, more sparks connecting them.

      “What is that?” she asked, but he ignored her. Moving his hands to her hips, he guided his thick shaft between her swollen labia and pushed into her.

      The effect was immediate. Zel’s eyes widened, and she let out a small scream, the energy inside Mike dispersing through her. Her legs wrapped tightly around him, and he grabbed her ass, thrusting into her slowly at first. Every time he bottomed out inside her, he could see a fresh wave of electricity travel up along her body.

      “Oh fuck! Oh fuck! Fuck me! Mike, fuck me!” She grabbed at him, but her shaky hands kept missing. One hand clutched his thigh, while the other grabbed a handful of bedsheet, twisting it hard enough that it popped free of the corner of the bed.

      Go fast. Pound her hard; she wants it. Mike got his knees underneath both of them and raised his hips. Zel’s bottom half lifted into the air, the head of his cock putting pressure directly on her G-spot.

      Zel’s cries were loud, and Mike saw a shadow go by the window. He looked out to see a stone figure leaning down from the roof, dark eyes intently watching them. Mike grinned at Abella, then returned his attention to Zel.

      “I bet you like that.”

      “Oh gods, I love it. Don’t…stop!”

      It was a strange sensation. The magic had built up inside him, and he was hesitant to release it now. It felt very similar to holding back an orgasm, the two sensations now running in tandem. He could feel his balls tighten and relax, his desire to come growing more urgent. The magic was the same way, steadily trickling through the centaur and making her hair cling to the bed.

      “Oh…fuck…” He grabbed at his balls, squeezing gently at the base to delay his orgasm. While the effect was immediate, the magic that had been building inside wasn’t so easily relieved. The pressure inside his cock was tremendous, and when the dam broke, he flooded Zel with a highly charged wave of energy that manifested as an army of crawling sparks that covered her entire body.

      She screamed, then came. Her vaginal walls clamped down on his dick so hard that he wasn’t sure he could pull out even if he tried. Blue waves of energy washed across her, every hair on her body now standing up. She gasped for air, her arms flailing against the cool sheets of the bed.

      The energy bounced back and jumped from her spine into Mike. The feeling started in the bottoms of his thighs, his ass muscles tightening and making him lift Zel’s body. Only her head was on the bed now as he frantically pumped himself into her, the magic causing huge pulses of pleasure all through his groin.

      “Fuuuuuck!” He grabbed her left hip and her tail and pulled, jamming himself into her as far as he could go. Massive waves of energy blew out of him and back into her, the sparks now making enough light that they were covered in a shimmering aura. Filled with his semen, Zel cried out again when the magic made her come a second time, the energy bouncing back into Mike.

      He fell forward into her arms, his still-hard cock moving at a furious pace. She cried out his name over and over, frantically pulling at him. The energy left him again with another load of cum, and he groaned, all his muscles tightening up.

      Zel moaned and rolled him onto his back, furiously riding him for one last orgasm. She grunted while forcing herself down onto him, again and again, her mouth open wide and drool forming in the corners.

      Zel came once more, the sparks dispersing into the room. Her nails dug into his chest, the blue-and-white lightning crawling across her skin and scorching marks into the bedposts where it jumped across. Her mouth was slack, her eyes rolled back into her head, and her back arched upward. Her limp arms hung at her sides while her hips kept bucking above him. Her breathing was uneven, her moans scratchy from screaming so hard.

      She collapsed on top of him, her body twitching. He stroked the hair on her head with one hand and the hair of her tail with the other, running his fingers through it and pulling it straight again. She shuddered, her pussy squeezing his cock and coating both of them in his own semen. It was several minutes before he went soft, and he rolled her onto her side, pulling himself free. She let out a long sigh, her hand finding his above the sheets.

      For a moment, it seemed like she was going to say something. He looked into those deep-brown eyes of hers, giving her the space to say it. She kissed him instead, a light peck just in the corner of his mouth, and rolled over.

      He was certain Zel had drifted off to sleep by the time he heard the door open again. This time, the footsteps were much quieter, and Tink grumbled to herself when she realized someone else was on her side of the bed. Undeterred, she walked over to Mike’s side and got in there. He lifted his arm, and she snuggled right in against his chest.

      “Tink too busy tonight. Glad horse ass help out.” He heard her yawn, then she bit down lightly on his forearm and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Mike opened his eyes. It was still dark, the room filled with the sounds of Zel breathing and Tink snoring. He lifted his head, his pulse racing. Something had woken him abruptly, but what?

      Downstairs, glass shattered.

      He was up and dressed before Zel was fully awake. Tink, who had fallen asleep in her clothes, rubbed at her eyes. There was a loud thump from downstairs, then the sound of something else breaking.

      “Fucking rats!” Tink walked over to the door and opened her toolbox. Apparently she had brought it up with her. She pulled out her hammer and a screwdriver, tucking the latter into a loop she had stitched to her beltline. “Horse ass, hurry up!”

      “Mmm, what?” Zel sat up, her hair cascading across her face like a collapsed bird’s nest. With the blanket covering her legs, she looked very much like a sleepy girl-next-door type. Mike couldn’t help but let his gaze linger for a couple of seconds.

      “Someone is downstairs,” he told her. She groaned, then pulled aside the sheets. Her legs looked a bit more muscular than they had felt just hours ago. He really hoped she didn’t turn back into a full centaur while in his room. Her dress was just under the bed, and she pulled it free.

      “Naia?” Mike called out. The faucet in the bath turned on. “Any ideas what’s going on?”

      “There are lights downstairs. Lots of them,” she answered.

      Lights? “Those fairies better not be screwing around or they’re grounded.” He grabbed the knob of the door and walked out into the hallway. The sounds were growing louder. By the time he made it to the stairs, Beth was there to meet him. She wore a short nightgown that came to midthigh.

      “I feel woefully underprepared,” she said, looking at his clothes.

      “You learn to dress quick around here.” He winced when he heard a door bang, then proceeded down the stairs. He stopped at the second floor, but the hallway was dark and no sounds could be heard from that direction. He kept going but didn’t make it much farther before he saw Cerulea fire past him.

      “Hey! What are you three—” He stopped when he saw five different-colored orbs of light chasing after her. Cerulea reappeared, crashing into his chest.

      “Bad spirits! Bad spirits!” She grabbed the neckline of his shirt and scrambled underneath. The orbs came around the corner and scattered before colliding with him. They swirled around in the entryway and then disappeared into the office.

      What fresh hell were they dealing with now? He walked into the office and saw that the orbs had gone missing. He took a couple of steps in, and the chair behind the desk launched itself at him.

      “What the fuck?” He covered his face with his arms, the chair smashing into him. He fell down and rolled, fresh blood trickling down his face. He had bitten his lip. Was the furniture here possessed now too?

      An orb blasted out of the chair and passed through the wall. The chair, thank God, remained motionless. Beth helped him up, while Zel watched from the doorway. Once standing, he grabbed the bottom of his shirt and shook it. Cerulea fell out, landing on her back on the floor. She kicked her feet to right herself, but Mike helped her up.

      “What were those things?”

      “Bad spirits!” She flapped her wings, hovering in front of his face. “I caught them breaking dishes, so they chased me.”

      “Where did they come from?” When he turned around, he realized one of them was missing. “Tink?”

      “Husband!” Her voice was faint, but he was able to follow it. They all ended up at the top of the stairs to the basement. Walking down, he felt a sense of foreboding. Sure enough, he spotted Tink next to the freezer. A small hole had been carved into the concrete wall, and Mike knew exactly what the issue was.

      “They came through the Vault, didn’t they?”

      Tink nodded, her goggles over her head. “Big mess inside.” She picked up the piece of chalk hidden below the freezer and drew a door next to the hole. Beth watched, her jaw agape in disbelief, as Tink knocked and the door opened, letting her in.

      He was going to follow her but stopped. The large shelves had been knocked over, and all manner of items had spilled out along the floor. The goblin was able to move among the items without touching them, her tail lifting high at times to avoid errant contact with something. He still had no idea what all was in there, but Tink had assured him everything was very dangerous.

      “Uh-oh.” Tink knelt and picked something up. She worked her way back out, holding a jagged pair of objects in her hands. When she pushed the pieces of it together, it was an old clay jar.

      “Okay, enlighten me. What am I looking at?”

      “Jar of Souls. Emily bring back from England. Bad ghosts trapped in here, like to throw things and make big mess.”

      “Poltergeists,” Beth spoke from behind them. “There were poltergeists in that jar.”

      “Uh-huh. Jar broke. Can’t put them back.” Tink handed Mike the pieces. “Unless can maybe fix?”

      At the suggestion of fixing the jar, three lights burst out of the freezer. They swirled around him and then hit him in the chest, knocking him down. The jar slipped from his fingers and shattered on the floor. The room filled with cackling laughter before the lights vanished.

      “Or not.” Tink picked up a shard of the pot. “Nope. No can fix now.”

      “The bigger question is why.” Zel was peering through the hole in the wall. “Why did the rats put a hole here?”

      “I’m guessing they were trying to get in,” Mike said.

      “That would seem logical, but think again. Why would they want to get in?” Beth stuck her head through the door. “Is all this stuff dangerous?”

      “To take something, obviously. And yes.”

      “Then why the mess? If they knew what they wanted to take, why is everything knocked over?” She stepped inside, causing Tink to squeak in protest. Tink grabbed Beth by the hand and dragged her back.

      “No go, no touch! Super dangerous.” She wagged her finger at Beth. “Tink can go but not you!”

      “Why do you get to go?”

      “Goblin skin tough.” She patted herself proudly on the chest. “Bad spell not hurt Tink.”

      “Wait.” Mike knelt in front of her so they were face-to-face. “Are you resistant to magic, Tink?”

      “Uh-huh. Goblin good at surviving bad spell, skin very strong. Tink hit in head once by very bad spell but survive. Make hard to talk though.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, you did.” He put his hand between her horns and tousled her hair. He had seen the moment in a memory of Emily’s. A wand had blasted the goblin in the face, knocking her clear across the yard. What would have killed anybody else had left her with some brain damage. “If you looked in there, could you tell if anything was missing?”

      “Tink know. Tink help take care of Vault.” Something upstairs shattered, causing everybody to wince.

      “Okay, here’s the plan. The Vault can’t stay open like this. If the rats did take something, they might be back for more. Tink, I want you to get this cleaned up so we can see what is missing. Beth, I need you to keep watch out here so that Tink can focus on her job and staying safe.”

      Tink nodded and walked over to the freezer. She stuck her hands behind the wall and retrieved a pair of gloves, which she slid over her hands. “Tink ready.”

      “I’m not sure what I can do if trouble shows up.” Beth was hugging herself, goose bumps standing up on her skin.

      “I just need your eyes and ears. Let her know if something is coming.” Mike stripped his shirt off and handed it to her. “Here, you must be cold.”

      A few seconds passed before she accepted it, their eyes briefly meeting. She slid it over her head, the shirt slightly loose on her, but it covered more of her than her nightgown did. “Thank you.”

      “No…problem.” He didn’t know why, but he suddenly felt shy in front of her, with his shirt off. He watched her stick her hands down the back of the shirt and pull, flipping her hair out to lie on top of the fabric. Her breasts briefly pressed against the front of the shirt, the lace of her nightgown creating patterns. It was a strangely juvenile thought to have, but it occurred to him that her breasts were now touching the shirt he had just been wearing. “Zel, I need you to go to the garage and make sure everything there is secure. These things are happy breaking my stuff for now, but I’m fairly certain you have some dangerous things out there.”

      Zel nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

      “If you see one of the fairies, grab her. Whoever you find can relay messages. Cerulea, you stay here with Beth. If something happens, come get me.”

      “What are you going to do?” Beth asked.

      “Let’s just say I know someone who can help.” He followed Zel up the stairs and back through the house. The spirits had peeled wallpaper off the wall and made a royal mess of the first floor. He could hear furniture being moved upstairs and let out a sigh. These things were trashing his home.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Zel asked when he showed her outside. Abella landed, concern written on her face. Naia’s face reflected worry as well.

      “I’ll be fine.” He gave Abella and Naia a quick rundown of what was going on and asked Abella to help Zel protect the garage. He walked back through the house, doing his best to ignore the flickering lights and creaking stairs, to the front door. Then he walked down the front steps and straight to the sundial. He gave it a turn, taking note of the figure in white at the end of the driveway but ignoring him.

      He came back up the stairs and stopped, his eyes on the porch swing. It wasn’t moving, and he suspected it hadn’t moved in quite a while. Cecilia had explained to him that manifesting took energy, and she had certainly exhausted herself on her trip with him into the tunnels of the house.

      “Cecilia?” He fought to ignore the sound of a piano being played poorly inside. He didn’t even have a piano. “Cecilia, I need you.”

      The swing moved as if a light breeze had caught it, but he felt no wind. He sat down on the swing and pushed it with his legs, slinging his arm over the back of it.

      “Cecilia.” He waited, the sounds getting worse. After a few minutes, the temperature dropped and the banshee slowly faded into view, her head leaning on his shoulder.

      “I’m tired, rúnsearc.” Her cool fingers touched his bare flesh, her body translucent in the moonlight. He stroked her hair lightly, marveling at the thick streak of red tucked away beneath the rest.

      “I know, but you have a job to do. Your real job.” He tilted her mouth toward his and kissed her. He felt the heat sucked from his body and shivered. She became more substantial, her hair now beginning to float.

      “You aren’t dying.”

      “You’re right, I’m not. But there are some souls loose in my home that need tending to.” As if to emphasize his point, the lights in the house all turned on simultaneously, then went out. He suspected the spirits had been wary of the banshee and had waited until she was gone to act, not knowing she was bound to the place.

      “Loose souls?”

      “Yes. They came out of a broken jar.” He helped her rise. She floated before him, her gaze on the outer wall of the house.

      “There are thirteen of them.”

      “And they’re trashing the place. Can you help them move on?”

      A slow smile grew across Cecilia’s face. She took him by the hand and let him open the front door for her. They moved into the living room, orbs of light shooting from wall to wall. He found half his laptop lying on the ground and just shook his head.

      “Once I begin, I will be gone for a while. The trip is long, and I don’t want you to worry.” She squeezed his fingers and then let go. “And whatever you do, don’t follow me into the light.”

      “What light?”

      “One you shouldn’t be able to see. However…” She flipped the red lock of hair. “I think you might be able to see it now.”

      “I understand.” He moved toward the wall, rubbing his hands together. She had sapped away a ton of his body heat, and he was starting to shiver.

      Cecilia took a deep breath, and he plugged his ears, ready for the scream. This time, however, her entire body lit up with a blue electrical glow. The air smelled immediately of ozone, and the orbs he could see came to a standstill.

      The scream never came. Instead, she sang. Rings of light emanated from her body in every direction, passing through the walls and flashing when they moved through a spirit, freezing them in the air. The rings stabilized, wobbling slightly in time with her song.

      It was both very beautiful and so sad at the same time. Mike was filled with grief he had never felt before, tears streaming down his face. The spirits tried to flee, but the rings collapsed inward, drawing them toward the banshee. In the ethereal light, she had never looked more beautiful, her body floating three feet off the ground. She continued her song, grabbing the spirits out of the air and absorbing their light into her body. The room frosted over, ice creeping along the walls toward his bare skin. The light was so bright that he had to squint through his tears. Other voices joined hers, the melody washing over him. He was paralyzed in grief.

      “Slan leat,” she said. The space behind her had opened up, bright light blinding him. He could just make out the sparkling blue surface of a large body of water behind her, with a glass boat on the shores. He wanted to follow, to see where the boat would take him. His resistance crumbling, he stood, ready to give chase. Butterflies made of light flew across the pristine sand, their wings beating a tune of their own in the still air. He took a step forward, then another.

      A voice could be heard from across the ocean, telling him to stay. His mind was just able to register the fact that he shouldn’t be able to recognize the voice, but it spoke across the decades as clear as if he had heard it last only minutes ago. Stunned, he ceased his forward motion.

      “Dad?” The light vanished, leaving him in a room that was suddenly lonelier than it had ever been.
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      “Do you think he’s okay up there?” Beth’s eyes were on the basement, her back to the Vault door. All she could hear were the sounds of things breaking. She wondered if the spirits would level the house given enough time.

      “Husband always okay. Slow sometimes but good heart.” Tink was using the gloves to pick up a small golden box that made a sound like a rattlesnake.

      “Yeah, I guess.” She thought of Mike and the changes she had seen in him. She had known him less than two weeks, and it was like remembering two different people. She still saw him as the shy introvert from his first day in the house. Then there was the man who had various relationships with the creatures in his home, the same man who had noticed she was cold and given her the shirt off his back. When she had seen the scars all along his hip, it had taken everything in her power not to stare.

      Nearly half an hour had passed when the spirits suddenly went silent. A distant song came from upstairs, but it felt like it was somehow seeping through the ceiling itself. It was in a language she didn’t recognize, yet somehow it struck a chord within her soul. Sorrow washed over her, her hand coming to her mouth to repress a sob.

      The song came in waves, a dirge that brought a small deluge of tears. Her mind was flooded with memories of dead loved ones, the faces of people she hadn’t thought about in a long time suddenly present in her mind’s eye. She looked over her shoulder to see if Tink was reacting. The little goblin was busy putting objects back, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Light swept through the floor in giant arcs, capturing an errant spirit that had been hiding beneath the freezer. It was slowly drawn up toward the ceiling, its diaphanous form pulsing in time with the music.

      The song lasted several minutes, causing an ache to form in her chest. The light was bright enough to illuminate the dark corners of the Vault. She fell to her knees, the agony within unbearable. Her soul was a raw nerve, flooding her system with grief. She sobbed uncontrollably, leaning forward against the cold floor.

      A warm hand took hers. Through her tears, she saw that Tink sat with her now. The goblin pulled her over, laying Beth’s head in her lap. Tink ran her fingers through Beth’s hair but said nothing. Unable to help herself, Beth curled into a ball, letting misery carry her for a while.

      The light receded, the song over. Through the ceiling, she heard Mike call out but was unable to hear what he said. Darkness had returned to the basement, but the house above had gone quiet.

      “Tink keep watch,” the goblin said, rubbing the back of Beth’s neck. “Go find husband.”

      “Okay.” Beth stood and wiped her eyes. She climbed the stairs and opened the door at the top slowly. The kitchen was a mess. Anything that had been in the cabinets was now strewn about, the floor covered in broken glass. She walked carefully, her eyes on the walls just in case the spirits were still about.

      “Mike?” She walked through the large dining room. The mess in here was minor, the chairs strewn about the room. Walking out into the living room, she spotted him.

      He sat on the couch, knees pulled up to his chest. His face was hidden behind his arms, and his body was perfectly still. She was almost afraid to touch him, but she had to know if he was okay.

      “Mike?” She touched his bare shoulder. His skin was impossibly cold, as if he had been sitting outside in a blizzard. He lifted his head, a haunted look in his eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” His voice was nasal, and she saw streaks of tears all along his face. He wiped his nose and stuck out his other hand. She helped him rise, steadying him. His hair hung around his face in a way that made it look like it had grown out an inch since this morning.

      “What happened?”

      “Funeral dirge. Cecilia took the spirits away. She’ll be back eventually.” He walked to the front closet and pulled out a coat. He put it on and held it tightly against his body, his teeth chattering.

      “Is that all?”

      His eyes were on something distant, perhaps a memory or a place she couldn’t see.

      “Yeah. It’s all I want to talk about, anyway.” He rubbed at his eyes. “How are things downstairs?”

      “They’re—” She stopped, her eyes on the dark figure that stood at the base of the stairs. It was a rat, about a foot tall and wearing a pair of glasses that looked like they’d come from a children’s toy.

      “The rat king wishes you to know that time is up. You have declared war on our people, and we will drive you from our lands. This is but the beginning.” The rat’s voice was loud and obnoxious, his whiskers shaking with indignation. “You are to leave immediately or—”

      Mike was fast, grabbing the rat by the neck. It tried to bite him, but he shifted his hands so that he held it by the scruff instead. “We never declared war on you or your king. You’re the ones who did all this.” He waved his hand at the room.

      “Your avatar has killed many of us and you dare to accuse us of malfeasance?” He swung a paw at Mike, his plastic glasses falling off.

      “Our avatar? What are you talking about?”

      “You built a shrine to her. I saw it!” He pointed toward the window where the dollhouse had been. “Your champion, the evil doll.”

      “Oh, you mean the shrine that you destroyed? Let me rephrase that so you can soak it in. You broke her house, and that pissed her off. I didn’t send her after you. I wanted to work things out. She sent herself.”

      “W-What?” Disbelief was etched on the rat’s face.

      “Yep. You guys dug your own graves, and you’re welcome to them.” He dropped the rat on the floor. “You trashed my house, twice, and you have the nerve to tell me your king has the right to be mad at us? Fuck you. You can all die for all I care right now.”

      “Hold up.” Beth knelt to look at the rat. “Now, if you were to take us to your king, maybe we could talk Jenny into not murdering everybody in your kingdom.”

      “Impossible.” His eyes watered, his beady nose twitching. “I will not risk His Majesty’s safety.”

      “He’s dead anyway. It’s just a matter of time.” Mike kicked at the rat, who dodged to the side and bared his teeth. “I’m not feeling particularly generous right now, but my friend here has the ability to speak with her. It’s your call.”

      The rat looked back and forth, indecision on his furry features. Finally, he slumped. “Fine. I’ll take you to him.”

      “Damn fucking right,” Mike said. Beth saw a fire in his eyes she had never seen before. It was only once he looked away from her that she realized his eyes had actually been glowing.
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      Mike pulled on his shirt in front of the bathroom mirror, Naia watching him from the tub. He could see the look of concern on her face, knew that the question was coming, and he had no idea how to dodge it.

      “Are you okay?”

      He let out a sigh. “No.”

      “Tell me.”

      He didn’t want to. He never wanted to talk about it with anybody. Yet when he turned to face her directly, he remembered she was the other part of his soul. She completed him in a way he couldn’t quite comprehend, and the fact that he wanted to hide his feelings filled him with shame.

      “The fast version.” He stood right in front of her. “Cecilia took the souls of the poltergeists with her.”

      “That I know.”

      “When she did, I saw…things.” Even now, it was a fading memory, a dream not meant to be remembered. Something about the light had called to him in a primal way, a way that surpassed even his love for Naia and the others. It had been terrifying just how close he had been to simply giving everything away just to step into its warm comfort. “It was a place of pure peace, just a shoreline on the waters of eternity, I guess. And I wanted to go, but I heard a voice. My dad’s voice. I knew it was him, but I couldn’t explain to you how I knew, and all he did was tell me to stay. I wanted so badly to meet him, to ask him all the questions I had, but…”

      Naia grabbed him, hugging him tight against her. “Death comes for us all. You got to see what awaits after we pass but only a piece of it. The terrifying part of dying comes from letting go of this world and still not knowing what comes next.”

      “I guess.”

      “Your father will wait for you. I need you here now.” She fixed him with those deep, penetrating eyes of hers. “When you die, you go beyond those shores. What you saw was just the doorway. Don’t let that experience fool you into suddenly knowing what comes for any of us.”

      “Why was my dad there?”

      “Often we find the ones we miss the most waiting for us on those shores. It is no big surprise that you would hear from him. You will walk those shores one day and find out for sure, but today is not that day.”

      “I just…” He put his forehead to hers, unable to voice it. A swirl of complex emotions ran through him, everything he had been forced to experience at the same time. When the light had washed over him, he had been made to confront his entire life, condensed down into mere moments. Once Cecilia had vanished, those thoughts and feelings had unpacked like a can full of spring-loaded snakes, overwhelming him.

      It’s okay, lover. Naia’s voice echoed in the back of his mind, her arms squeezing him tight. He took a deep breath and let it go, the emotions flowing out of him. Give it all to me. My waters are deep.

      He stood there for a few minutes, his emotions rushing from him like the tide going out. When he finally let go, she kissed the tears from his cheek.

      “Better?” she asked.

      “Once I get Jenny back.” He wiped his face on his sleeve.

      Outside his room, one of the planks squeaked. When he walked out of the bathroom, he saw Sofia duck her head to pass through the doorway.

      “Is this a bad time?” she asked.

      “No, I’m good. What’s up?”

      “Tink came and got me just now. She said you’re going after the rat king again, and I wanted you to have something first.” She held out a piece of fabric. “I’m not done with the rest of it but wanted to give you what I had.”

      “What is it?” He watched her unfold it. The fabric shimmered oddly beneath the light, both purple and black. Once it was unfolded, he realized he was looking at a vest.

      “Do you remember when we were in the Labyrinth and found Ratu’s skin?” She handed it over to him. “Naga skin is notoriously durable. I used some to make a nice pair of oven mitts but had plenty left over and decided to make you some clothes from it.”

      “That’s…does Ratu know you made me a vest out of her old skin?”

      “She does. It was her idea when she found out I had taken some. She even helped me preserve some of its magical properties. It’s strong against fire and earth magic and is very hard to puncture. You can’t wear anything under it though; it has to be against your flesh. It was supposed to be a full tunic, but I ran out of time, so this is what I have.”

      “Thank you, Sofia.” He took off his shirt and slid on the vest, covering up his scars. Once against his skin, the fabric tightened, molding itself to his torso. It was uncomfortable at first, but the cool fabric warmed up to match his body heat and became a bit more pliable. He realized he could see no seams and wondered how she had stitched it together.

      Sofia looked at him oddly, then let out a sigh. “Try not to die.”

      He thought briefly about Cecilia. Someday, she would take him to that shore. For now, he could wait. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Good.” She leaned over him to check the fit, then gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “Put your regular shirt on over it. That way, nobody will suspect you’re wearing it.”

      “Good idea.” He slid his shirt back on, chasing away the chill of the room. “Are you coming with us?”

      She shook her head. “The rats are officially in the Library. As much as I want to help, those little fuckers are tearing up the place and destroying irreplaceable books.” She shook her head. “If they chew a hole in the wrong place, we could end up dealing with something far worse than rats. Remember, the Library used to be tied to other places in the world. A hole in the right spot could let anybody in, geas be damned.”

      “Shit.” He strapped on his dagger and stuck Zel’s vials in his pocket. “Guess I better go cut off the head of the snake. Pun intended.”

      “You’re going to kill the rat king?” she asked.

      “Smash stupid fuck.” Tink stood in the door, her eyes on Mike. “Husband smell different, like snake face. We go now.”

      “What on Earth is that?” Mike asked her. The goblin was holding a strange-looking club that looked like it had been reinforced with thick bands of metal.

      “This is Tink’s Rat Smasher. Big surprise for rat king.” She hoisted the club over her shoulder and left. He followed her out of the bedroom and down the stairs, bidding farewell to Sofia outside of the office. He watched her disappear through the portal, the light vanishing and becoming a simple bookshelf once more.

      “I wish this place had a user’s manual.” It was easily the hundredth time he had wished it.

      “You and I both.” Beth stood at the base of the stairs in a pair of jeans and a sweater, the rat next to her looking nervous. He narrowed his eyes at the rodent, fighting the urge to give him a kick.

      “Lead the way,” he told him. The rat nodded, then took them up to the second floor. Mike expected to go in one of the doors but was surprised when they walked into the servants’ room.

      “We closed this one up,” he said, but the rat pushed on a hidden panel in the wall, revealing a thin hallway. It went between the rooms, leading deep into the house.

      “Secret passage,” Tink said sagely, walking in front of him with her goggles on. “House have normal secrets too.”

      “I guess.” He followed behind her, turning on his flashlight. The hall was dusty, with large cobwebs in the corners. Rat prints in the thick dust let him know they were on the right trail.

      “His Lordship will not be expecting you, so we will proceed with caution when we reach the royal chambers.” The speaker adjusted his plastic glasses, his whiskers trembling. “He is in a poor mood, since the demon doll burned down one of his favorite rooms.”

      “How large is your kingdom?” Beth’s question was innocent, but Mike’s mind immediately went to how many rat traps he would need to order from Amazon. Then again, the traps probably didn’t come in small-dog size, and custom ordering them would raise far too many questions.

      “We number in the thousands and our rooms in the hundreds. We live in the forgotten places, the lost temples of the Maya, the pyramids beneath the sands. When you see an abandoned home off the highway, we are there. A broken-down factory in the city, we are there. A shipwreck off the coast of—”

      “We get it!” Mike didn’t mean to yell, but it had slipped out. The rat’s voice had been steadily climbing higher, grinding down on his nerves. “If the rats live in all these great places, then why the fuck do you want my house?”

      “Your home is bigger than all these places combined, and it is safe. The rat king wishes to expand his dominion.”

      “I’m afraid that eminent domain only applies to the government in the human world,” Beth told him. “Your king cannot simply take away my client’s home.”

      “We do not follow the laws of the human world. The laws of nature are far stronger.”

      “I’m guessing we’re about to find that out,” Mike said, his eyes on the hole in the floor up ahead. Was he about to walk into an actual fight? Could he kill the rat king? In the back of his mind, he had always wondered if he could kill somebody to protect his family, and he was having a tough time seeing the rat king as a person. The speaker stopped just before the hole and held up a paw.

      “He is holding court. We must be cautious or his subjects will attack you.”

      “Holding court?” Mike looked at Beth.

      “Kind of like civil suits. Or schmoozing at a party. Or whatever.” She shrugged. “But it means a lot of them will be there.”

      “More to smash.” Tink’s voice came out as a low growl. She shifted the club on her shoulder. “Tink tired of rats.”

      “Same here, Tink.” He watched her jump into the hole ahead of him and land with a loud thud and a swearing streak. “I guess I’ll go down and give you a hand,” he said to Beth.

      “Why?” Beth sat down and turned while dropping, her fingers grabbing the ledge. She let go and fell the last couple of feet, landing far easier than Tink had. The rat jumped down without any issues, landing in a crouch. “You coming?”

      “Yeah.” He sat down like Beth had and slid forward, rolling over onto his stomach. Unlike Beth, his legs swung too far on his descent and he lost his grip. Tink and Beth managed to grab his shoulders, preventing him from smashing his head, but his combined weight carried them all to the floor with a bang. The air rushed from his lungs, and something popped in his back, sending pain through his ribs.

      “Husband okay?” The goblin was currently pinned beneath him, her voice muffled by his neck.

      “Yeah, sorry.” He stood and checked his pockets. To his relief, the vials were still intact and his dagger was in place. He helped Tink stand. “Let’s continue.”

      They stood in a long hallway, which terminated at an elevator door. When it opened, he saw a familiar sight. It was the rat king’s throne room. He sat on his throne, leaning his head on one paw and holding his makeshift scepter in the other. The emerald gleamed in the lights of the room, and countless rats were piled along the edges, all turning to regard Mike. The rat king sat up, adjusting his crown.

      “You dare to bring humans here?” he hissed, smacking the butt of his scepter on the table of his high chair. “This is treachery!”

      The rats around the room started closing in, teeth bared.

      “Please, Your Majesty!” The speaker put himself between them and the rats, his hands outstretched. “They have come to get rid of the doll.”

      The rats withdrew, glittering eyes looking to one another and then the rat king.

      “Your champion has been defeated,” the rat king informed them. “We have trapped her in a church where she can do no harm.”

      “False.” Beth spoke now, her eyes narrowing at the king. “Whatever prison you can put her in is temporary at best and will only stoke her fury.”

      “Who is this creature who speaks so freely in my court?” the king demanded.

      “I’m a lawyer,” Beth told them. “And I’m here to straighten this out.” Mike nearly laughed when he saw the rats move away from her. It was clear they were uncertain what the word lawyer meant, and Beth showed no fear of them.

      “Speak, lawyer.” The rat king stroked his beard.

      “We are here to retrieve our friend Jenny. You destroyed her home in your attempt to scare us out of ours. If you let us retrieve her in peace, we would be happy to let you keep the rooms you have already claimed outside of the main house.”

      “You think you can come here and negotiate terms with me? I will accept nothing except your absolute surrender.” He waved his scepter, the emerald glowing with a sinister light. “The portal to her church is being sealed as we speak. When we finish, she will be across the great waters, in the old country.”

      “Seriously?” Mike stepped in front of Beth, his hand on the dagger. “We came here once to greet you with open arms, and you dropped us down a hole. You trash my house, release dangerous spirits, and now you’re going to trap my friend somewhere we can’t find her?”

      “Silence!” He slammed the scepter down again, the light flashing. From behind the high chair, a dark shape stepped free, drawing its blade. The suit of armor gleamed in the light of the desk lamp, the rats around it cheering wildly. The visor was up, and Mike could tell it was empty. It was yet another automaton.

      The rat king pointed the scepter at Mike. The emerald sent a beam of light into the suit of armor, light that swirled around it like a swarm of fireflies. “Kill him,” he ordered. The suit of armor charged at Mike, blade held low to stab him in the gut.

      “Fuck!” Mike braced himself for impact, but it never came. Tink had stepped around him, bringing down her heavy club on the outstretched sword. The club struck hard enough that it ripped the gauntlet holding the sword free of the suit.

      “Tink hate metal man!”

      She charged the armor, clobbering its legs. The metal bent inward, the suit limping awkwardly in a circle, still trying to get at Mike. She pounded it with the club, knocking it on to the ground, where she stood over it, hollering and caving in the breastplate. She grabbed the helmet and ripped it off, tossing it into the crowd of rats that had been stunned into silence. Some of the closer ones ran at her, claws outstretched.

      “Tink hate filthy, pooping rats!”

      Tink’s movements seemed clumsy at first, but Mike realized she was swinging the club hard enough that her whole body moved with it. She was using her entire body as a counterweight, allowing her swings to carry her around in a steadily growing circle. The first rat that made it to her was smashed, its limp body colliding with the one behind it. Tink was vicious, bringing the club around to kill those brave enough to get near her.

      “And Tink hate you!”

      Her wild swings had placed her in the center of the room, fifteen feet from the rat king. She twisted the handle of the club, and the metal pieces sprung outward, unfolding to reveal a thick hole in the top of the club. Several lenses flicked across her field of view, her goggles glowing from within. She fell onto her back, using her feet to aim the club at the rat king.

      She yanked on a metal latch, and a harpoon, roughly half the length of the club, launched out of the opening, piercing the rat king through the chest and pinning him to his chair. His eyes were frozen wide in surprise, the chamber now completely silent.

      Tink grabbed the small cord attached to her spear and gave it a hard yank. The chair tipped forward, the rats scattering out of the way. When the rat king fell to the ground, his scepter clattered across the floor, where Beth quickly grabbed it. His tiny crown rolled across the floor and bounced off Tink’s bare feet. She picked up the crown and put it on her head.

      “Goblin law. Tink kill king. Now Tink king.” She picked her club back up, giving it another twist. The mechanism pulled the metal pieces back into place, and she hefted the club onto her shoulder. “Fight all challengers, smash into jam.”

      There were several moments of silence. The speaker of the rats finally broke it.

      “You…you killed our king.”

      “Your king killed himself the moment he threatened me.” Mike pointed at Tink, who bared her teeth at the rats. “You thought the doll was my champion, but you were wrong. Tink is my champion. And unless you’re hiding an even bigger suit of armor or a sofa with chainsaw arms tied to it, I’m guessing my champion smashed yours.”

      “That…that…” The speaker’s mouth opened and closed several times. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Tink say give creepy doll back or Tink smash whole kingdom.” She leered at the rats surrounding her. “Make rat paste, feed to snake face, order of new rat king.”

      “She can’t be king. She isn’t even a rat!” The speaker shook his head. “They will never listen to you, only one of our own.”

      “But they might listen to you.” Beth walked up behind Tink and took the crown off her head. “Maybe we can arrange a truce between your new kingdom and our own? You seem like a reasonable rodent, and a truce with the Radley House is preferable to what we could do next. I know a Minotaur who is ten times scarier and who would love to level this place just for the fun of it.”

      “This is…that is…” The speaker flinched away from her when Beth crouched in front of him, but she gently placed the crown on his head. The rats in the room chittered among themselves.

      “What do you think, Your Majesty?”

      “I…I…” His whiskers twitched, and he turned to face the congregation. They all stared blankly back. Clearly this was a turn of events none of them had expected. He took off his glasses and pretended to polish the nonexistent lenses. “Does anyone else lay claim to the throne?”

      The rats in the room looked to each other and then at the fierce goblin in the center of the room. Perhaps there were some among them that had aspirations of royal grandeur, but Mike sincerely doubted any of them wished to face Tink and her murderous club. A ripple started in the mass of fur as a small group of rats bowed, starting a chain reaction through the chamber. Eventually, the congregation had become perfectly silent, their tails lifted in the air and curling through that of their neighbor. Mike hadn’t realized just how long their tails were.

      The speaker rat stood just a little higher, his nose sniffing at the air.

      “Very well, then. I accept.”
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        * * *

      

      “You had a spear gun hidden inside your club?” Beth asked Tink. They were being led down a long hall surrounded by dirt, insulation, and drywall. The rats that were taking them threw cautionary glances at the group, clearly still afraid.

      “Secret weapon for bad king.” Tink smiled, all her teeth showing. “Rope in case of big fall, but work here too.”

      “You really are something.” Mike patted her on the head, making her beam happily. He felt supremely bad about the whole encounter; he had been next to useless. Even Beth had been able to negotiate with them afterward while he’d just stood and watched.

      Guess I can’t fuck away all my problems, can I? The stray thought made him snort, and he ignored the look he got from Beth.

      They finally arrived at a small hole in the wall. He could tell it had used to be larger by the discolored material around it. The rats around the hole were chewing on a strange fabric and sticking it into place to plug the hole.

      “By order of the king, cease!” The speaker had come with them, the crown perched magically atop his head. He now wore the red cloak of the old king, whom the other rats had promptly devoured. Upon seeing their looks of disgust, the new king had informed them this was how they preserved their magic.

      The rats stopped, gazing at the new king in amazement.

      “Widen the portal for our guests. By royal decree.” Gone was the nervousness in his voice. He held the meterstick scepter in one hand, the emerald gone. Beth had removed the gem upon Mike’s suggestion and convinced the rats it was now considered a token of their allegiance. It had promptly vanished into her pocket.

      The rats looked at each other and shrugged, then spit out what they had been chewing. They went to work, gnawing on the surface of the wall until it could be comfortably walked through. Looking through the hole, Mike saw he was staring down at the floor of an old church. The pews were broken apart beneath them, tossed around the room as if an earthquake had hit.

      “I guess we need to go in there.” He looked at the rats. “Do you have some rope or a ladder we could use?”

      “Go get them some,” the king commanded. The rats scurried off. Once the others were gone, he turned to face the group. “Your friend murdered her way through our tunnels, and we discovered, quite by accident, that the church weakened her. We sealed her in the crypt beneath, but she still managed to smash up the place. I really hope you can convince her to forgive the actions of our late king.”

      “We’ll do our best.” Beth crouched, a smile on her face. “I think the new king will do a much better job, don’t you?”

      The new king pawed at his cheek bashfully. “Yes. My ascension is quite unorthodox but not entirely unheard of. I fear the doll is but one of your many allies. The previous tenant of your home was quite formidable indeed.”

      “Emily.” Mike sat on the floor. “You knew her?”

      “I have been the mouthpiece of the king for many years. I was present for their negotiations.” He stood now with pride. “I could tell you many things, if you wished.”

      “I wish.” Mike cocked his head.

      “And once you present something of value for trade, I will gladly give it to you.”

      He fought the urge to grab the rat by the scruff of his neck again. “Excuse me?”

      “It is our custom. Emily promised us ownership over your home upon her demise in exchange for our services.” His whiskers twitched.

      “Yeah, well, she was planning to screw you over. She was trying to become immortal.” He sighed. “And cause me headaches, apparently.”

      “Can the trade be anything?” Beth asked.

      The rat nodded. “Something of equal or greater value.”

      “How about a name? A human name to symbolize our friendship.” She smiled. “Friends call each other by their names.”

      “Um…what kind of name?”

      “How about Reggie? It’s short for regent, which is kind of like a king.”

      “Reggie?” His nose twitched. “I think I like that name.”

      “So, Reggie.” Mike leaned against the wall, his arms crossed in front of him. “You’ve got a name; we want information. What was the deal Emily made with your people?”

      “My kind are able to chew holes in the fabric of reality. There are certain rules we have to abide by, hence why the portals are not always perfect.” He pointed to the one in front of them. “She found us by making a portal of her own, a process that can take quite a long time for even a powerful sorceress. For the rats, it can be a matter of minutes if pressed for time.”

      “And?”

      “Emily had us chewing holes into some very old, very forgotten places. Places that had been sealed away, either by accident or on purpose. She was hunting down powerful artifacts and didn’t have the time to search via portals of her own.”

      “So what was she looking for?”

      Reggie shook his head. “She never told us. She simply gave us descriptions of where she wanted to go, and we did our best. The walls of this place are like magic, enabling us to chew almost anywhere. We quickly discovered hazards in some of these places, and she used her magic to keep us protected.”

      “Did she find what she was looking for?”

      “I think so. One day, we chewed our way into a tower, a place overlooking a large valley of green with a river down the middle. Her description. We were warned that a dangerous foe lurked inside who would kill us on sight but that she would handle it from there. She was gone for several days before returning.”

      “And what did she have with her?”

      The rat pointed at Beth. “My king spotted the gemstone in her possession but only briefly. She promised us more work soon but needed some time. A few days later, she tried to purge us from the house, but rats are clever. We had several tunnels hidden all through the home, and she sent terrifying beings after us that were easily lost. As she tried to get rid of us, we discovered she put the gemstone in a place called the Vault. It was there we reclaimed the emerald in hopes of buying peace, but our king discovered it could be used to animate furniture and chose to wield it as a weapon.”

      “So all your traps were for her?”

      “Or for the creatures she sent.” Reggie shivered. “We built our tunnels to keep the colony safe and sealed the doors on our floor. Then one day, the attacks stopped. We tried to venture out but could no longer set foot past the stairs. Many of our old tunnels would suddenly turn back on themselves, and we were forced to remain and wait.”

      Mike leaned forward. “Wait, she just disappeared?”

      “Yes. We had always been forbidden to leave the second floor but had free access to come and go as we chose if we stayed unseen. But then we couldn’t leave at all, forced to remain in the tunnels we already had.”

      “Because she forgot.” He looked at Beth. “It turned their home into a prison. Until the new Caretaker discovers that part of the house, it’s like it doesn’t exist, which means nothing in or out.”

      “But the second floor has always been there. Even if Emily forgot about it, the others would still have access.”

      “True.” Something was nagging him, an idea in the back of his mind. “The house expanded when you moved in. Do you think it would collapse again if you moved out?”

      “You’re the Caretaker and would still remember the rooms. It seems like much of the home’s magic operates on memory. The expansion maybe relies on some sort of minimum occupancy as a trigger, but it doesn’t make sense to me that it would close itself off just because someone moves out.”

      “Tink, what do you—” He cut himself off. Tink was catching a catnap next to the portal, her club clutched tightly to her chest. He would ask her later. “Based on your logic, what would happen if you moved out? Would the house shrink? What if I made myself forget the second floor after you left?”

      “Logically? None of this makes sense.” She picked up a stone and tossed it into the hole. It fell to the floor of the church below. “But fantasy logic? Yeah, I can see it.”

      “That sounds like a lot of planning.” If that was the case, did that mean Emily had kicked someone out of the house? He knew she had kicked out her ex-boyfriend Garrett after he’d become obsessed with Naia, but the rats had made their imprisonment seem much more recent. It didn’t make much sense, not based on the memories he had shared with Emily. “When we get back, I’ll see if Naia can let me into Emily’s memories again. I bet there’s a clue in there.”

      “You can do that?”

      He shrugged. “Just the one time. It was…interesting.” He had relived a sexual encounter inside Emily’s body, one he often thought of. He had also relived a magical sexual assault that had left him feeling terrible. The experience had taught him about not only Emily but himself. “I guess I’m more afraid of what I might learn about her now. When I did it last time, she was happy and, well, normal. Then an old acquaintance of hers started some trouble, and the experience changed her. I think it changed all of them. I know it changed me.”

      “So even Emily had her problems. Do you think that’s why she started manipulating magic?”

      “Maybe.” He frowned. “The rats said she opened a portal. Do you think she did it herself or did somebody help her?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I guess not. But if she did it herself, it meant she learned how to do magic.” He thought about being in bed with Zel, briefly controlling how the magic flowed through him. He wasn’t certain he was ever going to be able to do anything but create a magical orgasm feedback loop, but it was a start. “I was under the impression that using magic is difficult.”

      “I guess. I’m afraid you’re an expert compared to what I know.” She sighed. “I’ve got a demon stitched to my soul and have to avoid mirrors for the foreseeable future. I’m not entirely certain how you are able to handle all this so well.”

      “I had a shitty childhood. You quickly learn that when you finally have something worth holding on to, you fight with every breath to keep it.” His eyes fell on Tink. “Especially when you know they would do the same for you.”

      “I think I’m beginning to see that.” When Beth said this, he noticed she was giving him a strange look.

      “They’re back.”

      Reggie waved over the returning rats. They were holding a large coil of rope.

      “Let’s get ready.”
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        * * *

      

      When the rope was tossed into the hole, gravity pulled it straight, making it look like a tightrope from Beth and the others’ perspective. Tink elected to stay at the opening and watch their backs while Beth and Mike descended.

      Mike went first. Beth watched him slide awkwardly down the rope and then let go too early, falling the last few feet. A cloud of dust billowed out from him.

      “I’m fine,” he called up, muttering something under his breath. “Jenny, are you there?”

      When there wasn’t an answer, Beth followed. The rope burned her hands, and she nearly fell, her descent finally halted by Mike. The floor creaked sadly under her feet. She looked around the church, noticing that what little light there was came from gaps in the boarded-up windows.

      “Do you smell that?” He sniffed the air. She noticed it too.

      “It’s humid. I smell dust, rain, and…plants?” The air had a very earthy smell, with the scents of moss and grass. “I think we’re in the jungle.”

      “Wait.” Mike looked up at the ceiling and then out one of the dirty windows. The glass was cracked where she could see it. “This isn’t like the castle in the sky. We’re on the ground, wherever we are.”

      “Which means we are outside of the house.” She felt her heart briefly stop. “If the society finds out…”

      “Oh, I doubt they know. And even if they did, we’re only going to be here a few minutes.” He turned his attention to the back of the church. “They said they sealed her in the crypt. I’m hoping the stairs are back there?”

      “Yes!” Reggie called down to them from up above. “We trapped her in an old coffin and wedged it shut with a cross.”

      “Yeah, I’ve felt that way before too.” Mike winked at Beth. “She really does have a temper.”

      “Agreed.” They walked toward a door in the back. The doorframe was falling out, the wood rotted clean through. Insects scurried away from the beam of Mike’s flashlight, and she caught a glimpse of a centipede nearly a foot long and gasped.

      “Yeah, I’m barely holding it together myself.” He shivered, the beam shaking. “Some of these look big enough to take off a finger or something.” He found a set of concrete stairs at the back, waving her over. “I kind of wish I’d brought a face mask or something. There’s mold everywhere.”

      “I think some of that is moss,” she replied but couldn’t be sure. The walls were coated in a thick growth she didn’t want to touch. The thought of inhaling spores made her cough out of reflex. They walked together down the stairs and stopped at the bottom when they heard a loud thump.

      “Jenny? It’s Mike. We’re here to rescue you.” They stepped out into a large room underground with several tunnels spread out beneath it. Most of them had collapsed, and Beth saw plenty of human bones that had spilled out of the niches carved in one wall.

      “Jenny?” She saw an old coffin sitting along the far wall. It was much newer than the rest of the church. Scattered around the coffin were the corpses of several rats, and a giant wooden cross had been wedged between the top of the coffin and the ceiling.

      The coffin shook, the cross knocking dirt loose from the ceiling.

      “Jenny!” He handed the flashlight to Beth and ran to the coffin. Using his magic dagger, he quickly sliced a hole in the end, and the doll tumbled free onto the cold dirt floor. Her dress was in tatters and her hair full of dirt. He scooped her up like a small child and hugged her to him. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”

      Beth couldn’t help but smile at the sight of a grown man hugging a doll. He brushed the dirt off Jenny and walked back toward Beth. “Okay, let’s go,” she said.

      “Jenny?” He was looking at the doll suspiciously now. “Jenny, are you here?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I…I can’t explain it, but when I let her out, it felt like she…left.” He handed Beth the doll. “Here, see if you feel it too.”

      “I’m not sure—” She froze, contemplating Jenny’s limp form. Gone from the doll was the familiar sinister aura. “You’re right.”

      “Jenny?” He looked around, walking toward the back of the crypt. “Are you there?”

      Above them, they heard the pews all slide across the floor, a noise that made them both jump. The temperature in the room dropped dramatically, causing her teeth to chatter. The flashlight’s beam dimmed, revealing that the emerald in Beth’s pocket was now glowing bright enough that she could see it through her clothes.

      “Oh shit.” Mike pushed past her and ran for the stairs, stopping when he realized Beth still had the flashlight. “C’mon, hurry up.”

      “But how can she leave the doll? I thought she needed a host?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine, but I suspect it has something to do with the nuclear-powered glow stick in your pocket.” He followed her up the stairs, but they both slowed when they got to the top. Gone was the musty darkness of the church, replaced by the smell of summer and a steady stream of daylight. They walked out into the main hall, and she turned off her flashlight.

      “This isn’t the same church we were in before.” It looked fairly new, the pews recently polished. She gazed out the window and realized she was looking at a town. “We’re somewhere new.”

      “Not quite. Look harder.” He tapped the upper part of the glass. “That distant hillside. What does it look like?”

      She squinted, trying to figure out what he was seeing. It took a few moments, but she realized he hadn’t been pointing at the hill but the cloud above it. It was perfectly stationary, painted on a distant canvas.

      “I don’t understand.” It was like they were inside a giant diorama. “Where are we?”

      Mike grabbed her arm and pulled her down as a small group of people walked by the window. They carried baskets and random goods slung to their backs, and she recognized the outfits they were wearing. “Were those Puritans?”

      “I guess so.” He stood back up. “Jenny, what are you doing?”

      The ground rumbled, and suddenly a dark spirit stood just to the side of one of the buildings. Her dark hair hung over her face, her fingers outstretched. Long tendrils of green light streamed from Beth to Jenny, connecting the two of them through the stone. Jenny wagged her finger back and forth like a metronome, then vanished.

      “She’s using that emerald.” Mike sighed. “Great.”

      “I thought the rats used it for bringing furniture to life? How is this remotely the same?”

      “That sounds like a question for Ratu. The extent of my expertise is a knife so sharp it can cut a spirit.”

      A voice boomed at them from all around, causing them to duck. It spoke forcefully enough that the windows rattled in their thin frames.

      Once upon a time, there was a girl named Jane.

      Where Jenny once stood, there was now a young woman with freckles and pretty brown eyes, a smile plastered on her face. She looked to be in her early twenties.

      Jane was a good girl who loved her family and church and God.

      A beam of light illuminated her from behind as Jane hugged a bible that appeared in her hands, then folded her hands together across it as if in prayer.

      “Is she doing all this?” Beth asked.

      “Seems that way.” He sighed again, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “This is her version of a tantrum.”

      They heard the tinkling of bells by the front door of the church. It opened by itself, a large exit sign appearing above it.

      “I guess we go that way,” Beth suggested.

      “Jenny? We don’t have time for this!” Mike banged on the window, and the ground shook beneath them hard enough that he fell. “Ow, shit.”

      “I think we need to go along with it for now. C’mon.” Beth helped him up, and they walked out the door together. They stepped out into the village and stopped to look around. People wandered about in small clusters.

      She was a lovely girl who walked every day from her home to the well for some water.

      Jane swung her bucket melodramatically, the spotlight following her progress. They walked behind her to the well near the center of town. Beth noticed the well wasn’t very far from a set of gallows.

      “Jenny, I—” Mike was knocked off his feet by the bucket Jane threw at him. He hit the ground with a loud thud, and a new bucket reappeared in Jane’s hands. She scowled at him.

      “Shh,” Beth cautioned, helping him back up. The entire village had frozen in place, the townsfolk’s heads turned toward the two of them. She waved her hand, imploring them to keep going. “We’re very sorry, please continue.”

      The villagers waited several moments before resuming their movements. Jane took her bucket and lowered it into the well. To pull it back up, she had to bend over, the curves of her ass pressing against the homespun fabric. A second spotlight illuminated a man standing back by one of the houses, his eyes locked on the view.

      Every day, she would catch the eye of a young man in the village. He was the son of a wealthy landowner, and both of them were of marrying age.

      Jane pulled the bucket out of the well and turned around, promptly spilling the water on her blouse. She tried to cover herself up, her nipples now rock-hard against the fabric beneath her arms. The man stepped forward and knelt to help her with the bucket.

      But what Jane didn’t know was that someone else already had designs on the young man and his fortune.

      The scene froze and became dark, a third spotlight appearing. From behind a nearby house, a young woman with blonde hair twisted into a braid snapped the bundle of sticks she was carrying in half. Beth heard Mike gasp.

      The young woman looked just like Elizabeth, one of the society witches.

      Jane was unaware of the danger until it was too late. The lights rose, and the figures in the village had moved. They surrounded the gallows now, but the hangman’s noose had instead been replaced with a wooden stockade. Jane was crying, pleading silently with the townspeople.

      Accused of witchcraft, she was forced to endure the stocks for three days. Every day, she asked God to clear her name, to absolve her of her crimes. But no help ever came.

      “Why is she making us watch this?” Beth asked in horror, staring at the villagers. They were throwing rocks and rotten vegetables at Jane, causing her to cry out in agony. In the crowd, Elizabeth smiled, her hand on the back of the young man. In her other hand, she held an incomplete doll. It wasn’t nearly as refined as Jenny’s current vessel but recognizable nonetheless.

      “I don’t know.” He looked at her, his eyes shimmering. “But this is her story, and I think we should listen.”

      The eventual trial was brief. They listened in horror as Jane was sentenced to death by fire, watched the smile grow across Elizabeth’s face when her competition was at last out of the way.

      On her final night, she cried for her lost life. She wept for the lost moments she would never claim, the family she would never have. Hers was a life cut short, and there was no salvation to be had.

      The scene changed one last time. The villagers were piling up the logs around her, Jenny crying silently. Beth turned away once the logs were lit, but Mike never looked away, anger shining in his eyes. From where she stood, she could see Elizabeth doing something with the doll, watched the wispy spirit enter its body.

      On that day, Jane learned there were far worse things than death.

      Elizabeth took the doll and threw it in the well, waving as it fell into the darkness.

      “This is terrible,” Beth whispered, watching Elizabeth disappear back into the crowd. The air was thick with smoke, obscuring the village around them. Time moved in slow motion, then came to a stop, the villagers frozen in time. They could hear Jane sobbing from the well, the sound growing louder. The small, ragged doll climbed out of the well, sprawling out on the dirt. Mike walked toward it and knelt.

      “I’m so sorry,” he told her, holding out his hand. “You didn’t deserve that fate, and I wish I could change it. But the one thing I can do is take you home.”

      The doll regarded him with button eyes, then looked around the village. It seemed disoriented, wobbling back and forth on its soaking-wet legs. Mike picked it up and cradled it like a child. He tilted his head forward as if listening, but Beth didn’t hear a sound.

      One moment, he was holding the doll; the next he was embracing Jenny’s spectral form. The temperature dropped dramatically, the village vanishing from view. Beth exhaled a large cloud of fog, rubbing at her arms.

      Jenny was sobbing. Mike held her tightly against him, his hands rubbing her back. The village around them faded from view, turning into smoke. They were back in the crypt now, the stale and dusty air filling her nose. She coughed sharply, inhaling the mist that now surrounded her. Her blood immediately boiled with sexual arousal, and a feminine voice filled her ears.

      I need you to sleep for a while. It was Jenny’s voice. If you don’t mind.

      “Why?” Beth looked at Mike, but his far-off gaze told her he was caught up in another vision.

      I have unfinished business. She could hear the grin in Jenny’s voice. As Jane.

      “Are you going to use my body?” she asked.

      Not like before. I just need…privacy. No prying eyes, no whispered lies, just a little fun before Jane’s demise.

      Beth rolled her eyes. “I agree but only if you promise to come with us when you are done messing around.”

      I promise. The mist swirled through her, and she lost consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      “Jenny? Beth?” The world around Mike was dark, and Beth was the one with the flashlight. He tried to feel around but ended up walking several feet without bumping into anything. He swore under his breath, a river of profanity that would have made Tink proud. The ghost had been whispering something to him earlier, but he couldn’t remember what it was.

      Beth’s voice spoke from the darkness. “Jane spent every evening praying, hoping God would hear her. The nights were cold and lonely, her stuck in the stocks and forced to watch the stars travel across the night sky.”

      A spotlight appeared on Beth. Her eyes were closed, and her breath came in foggy bursts. She pointed behind Mike, so he turned around to see the image of Jane stuck back in the stocks. Jane was bent over and locked in place, unable to leave.

      “Jenny?”

      “Jane saw everything she had ever hoped for in life fleeing from her. That was, until the night the stranger came.” This time, a spotlight targeted Mike. He held his hands over his eyes and looked up, but the light came from nowhere.

      “Jenny, what are you—”

      Call me Jane! The whole world shook, wind whipping across him hard enough that he hunched over to avoid falling. The voice was not only inside his head but outside as well.

      “What’s going on?”

      “You see, Jane had seen and done a lot of things in her life, but there was one thing she wanted to do most of all.” Beth had continued her narration. “It saddened her to admit it, but the village had not heeded her words of denial. She had been accused of bewitching the landowner’s son, and the evidence of witchcraft was all about. She knew full well there would be no divine salvation, and so she mourned the life she was about to lose.”

      Mike stood and brushed the dirt out of his hair. “And?”

      “She prayed to God for a great many things.” The light around Beth dimmed, and around Jane, it brightened. She was whispering, so he walked closer to hear better.

      “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I have had many impure thoughts of late and have found much satisfaction in the secrecy of the barn with John, the young man I have been accused of bewitching. We have done a great many things together, and I suppose this is my punishment for these things, but I swear I am no witch.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “But my Lord, there is one thing I still have not done yet. Though the pleasures of the flesh have been many, I regret to admit I am filled with sadness at the idea that I shall die never knowing the sensation of a true coupling. While I should be filled with anger about and resentment of my own demise, I strongly mourn that I may die a virgin. If I am to enter your eternal kingdom tomorrow, I pray that you let me know the true pleasure of carrying a man’s seed inside me.”

      “The stranger overheard Jane’s pleas for help,” Beth said, and the spotlight over Mike grew even brighter. A stream of green light flowed out of Beth’s pocket, swirling around the clearing.

      He let out a sigh. This was apparently the one thing he was going to be good at. “Okay. If you want to play, so be it.” He wondered how much of this was influenced by the emerald. The last thing he needed was a fuck gem in the house.

      “Lord, who is that who comes toward me?” Jane’s brown eyes met his, her body swaying from side to side in the stocks.

      “I’m just a stranger passing through.” In the swirling darkness, he heard the canned cheers of a studio audience, and they were now visible, silhouettes tightly clumped together. He fought the urge to roll his eyes. “Would you like some help?”

      “Mine is not a plight I can escape from. It is the Lord’s will.” She fluttered her eyes at him. “But perhaps the Lord has something else in mind for me?”

      The stocks slowly rotated as if on a giant pedestal. Her ass was on display for him now, and she wiggled it enticingly.

      “Um…yes. Yes, He does.” Again the audience applauded, and Beth clapped her hands as well. He walked up to Jane and placed his hands on her waist.

      The connection was instant. Cold spikes sunk into his flesh, Jenny’s paranormal energy washing through him. It was the same sensation as letting a limb fall asleep for too long and then waking it up, the nerve clusters all firing at once. The energy circled through his body and focused on his groin, his cock immediately springing to attention.

      “Um, Jane? What was that?”

      When she spoke, her voice was a higher pitch. “Begin at the beginning and go on until you come to the end. Then stop.” He thought it odd that she would say it that way, but it sounded like good advice. She sighed when he pulled up her skirt, exposing the creamy skin of her ass. She wasn’t wearing any undergarments, which Mike felt was probably not very period authentic.

      He ran his fingers across the backs of her legs, then gave her butt a playful swat. Unable to move away, Jane let out a yelp. He swatted her again but harder this time, then rubbed the skin where he had smacked her.

      “You really are a naughty little spirit, aren’t you?” He smacked her again. “Caught in the stocks with nowhere to go?”

      “Mmm, I love it!” Her voice was Jane’s again, a full octave lower. “Please, traveler, help me finish out my life with no regrets!”

      “Uh…okay.”

      The audience was cheering for him now. Beth was holding a sign that said You Can Do It! He tried to tune out the world around him, focusing instead on the creamy, untouched thighs of Jane in front of him.

      “Okay, then. You want to get weird? Let’s get weird.” He reached inside himself, finding the magic much quicker this time. He took his fingers and touched Jane’s curly, unshaven pubes, slowly running his fingers toward her wet, hot snatch. When he touched the fold of skin over her clit, he let the magic loose, sparks jumping onto her labia and crawling across her thighs.

      The effect was immediate. Jane hissed and arched her back as far as she could, her body moving away from him. He stepped forward and slid his fingers around the outside of her labia, squeezing them together and allowing sparks to jump across his knuckles.

      “You must be an angel!” Jane declared, then let out a long, low moan. It didn’t take long before her body was racked with several tiny spasms, her hungry pussy dripping fluid onto the dirt below.

      “That was easy.” He withdrew his hands. The audience was going wild, and he took a little bow. He turned around to leave, and Jane was somehow still in front of him.

      “More,” she demanded, her voice husky. A ripple went across her body, and she was briefly Jenny again. The sudden shift from Jane’s warm complexion to the stark paper-white flesh of Jenny was slightly unnerving, as if his vision had been bleached. “When I was younger, I always did it for half an hour a day.”

      “You’ll go blind,” he muttered, focusing the sparks into his hand once more. He could see them, crawling across his palm, long before making contact. He touched her again but focused hard on retaining them. It was like a full-body version of holding his breath. The sparks tickled the skin of his palms, then crawled up along his wrist, piling up on top of each other and forming a solid band of electricity. Jenny became Jane again.

      “Please, sir, I crave much more than simple fingers. I desire to be spread open and filled, to feel that familiar heat inside my belly and, oh my God!” He had slid three fingers into her, making a triangle with them. He spread his fingers apart, letting the built-up magic flow down his arm like water, filling Jane from the inside.

      That cold chill went through him again, but this time it carried a taste of his own medicine. The sparks raced up his arm and jumped between his elbow and his ribs, then shot down his legs. He was suddenly rock-hard, the sensation of his cock against the fabric of his pants so intense that he nearly blew his load.

      “You may be Jane, but you’re full of Jenny’s tricks.” He tensed up his body and pushed out a steady breath, forcing his magic back into Jane.

      When it hit her, she was Jenny again. The temperature around the room dropped, and another stream of green light from Beth’s pocket beamed directly into Jenny.

      That stupid fucking gem. Jenny was always a bit off, but he had no doubt that the emerald was powering this mass illusion of hers. The spectators were doing the wave around him now, and he almost laughed. He stepped away from her and undid his pants, his cock springing free. He was leaking precum in massive quantities. He stepped toward her and gave the top of her buttocks a playful slap with his dick.

      It was like changing channels on a tube TV. A brief second of static and she was Jane again.

      “It feels so hot. And big.” She shook her ass from side to side. “Please, mysterious stranger, don’t keep me waiting any longer.”

      “I don’t plan on it.” Despite being caught in her illusion, he felt oddly exposed knowing that he was actually in an old church in the middle of…well, somewhere. It suddenly occurred to him that the society may have a way to track him in case he left. Yet another question for him to ask Naia or Ratu.

      Well, if he actually remembered to. He teased her opening, rubbing the head of his cock against her soft, wet lips. She tried to push against him, but he leaned away, denying her further. He let the magic build inside him, ribbons of electricity swirling around the base of his cock.

      “I long for the—OH!” He slid in, marveling at how quickly her vaginal walls clenched him. Jane howled, his magic flowing into her from the inside. It erupted from her mouth and washed back over her before jumping into Mike again.

      “Shit!” He grabbed the base of his cock and squeezed, holding back his orgasm. The troublesome spirit was using his own magic against him! He debated pulling out but didn’t want her to win. He used his hand to play with her clit, moving slowly at first and then quickly. Jane screamed so hard that she forgot about the crowd, who had frozen in mid cheer.

      She was Jenny again, her cold body reminiscent of Cecilia’s. More light surrounded her, and she grunted, cracking the wood of the stockade as she flexed her arms.

      “I wonder if the snow loves the trees and fields, that it kisses them so gently?” She turned her head a hundred and eighty degrees until she looked at Mike, her face twisted into a grin.

      The weird shit she said he could handle, but the sudden turning of her head startled him. His orgasm subsided, and he grabbed Jenny’s thighs and lifted her legs off the ground, wrapping them around his waist.

      More static, and then Jane was back. Luckily, her head faced the correct way.

      “Bless me, Father, for I am sinning!” Her head rocked while Mike pounded her, and she let out a tiny scream, the wood of the stocks creaking. He gave her ass a playful slap.

      “Say eight Fuck Me, Mikes,” he told her, smacking her ass again. “And, uh…beg for forgiveness?” This was the only time in his life he wished he had paid more attention in church.

      “Fuck me, Mike!” Each time she spoke, he swatted her on the butt, releasing his magic in small waves. She bounced them back into him, but they were small enough that he could handle them without distraction. He realized now that sometimes the easiest way to sink a boat was to use many small waves rather than one big one.

      In his mind, he suddenly saw Naia give him a knowing nod.

      He alternated his thrusting, moving quickly for a few seconds and then pulling himself out as slowly as possible, the head of his dick spreading her lips. Just as he was about to slip free, he pushed himself back in. He tried not to repeat the pattern, but by concentrating on his thrusts, he lost control of his magic. It ran wild back and forth over both of them, and he felt the feedback loop start to grow. However, he noticed that what she returned was smaller than what he gave, sparks now jumping onto the stocks.

      Jenny was back, her head still on backward and her mouth open wide. She cried out, the ground rumbling beneath his feet. Her wild hair shifted, and he got his first look into those dark eyes of hers. For just a brief moment, the black receded to reveal Jane’s soft brown irises. It was as if the veil of time had briefly parted, allowing both of them to exist at the same time. His body temperature dropped again, and he and Jenny were bathed in that green light.

      Abruptly, she transformed back into Jane. Where Jenny was cool to the touch, Jane was still warm and full of life. He tried to reconcile the notion that perhaps Jane and Jenny weren’t actually the same person. Jane’s was a life cut short, whereas Jenny was the product of centuries inside a child’s doll.

      His body flooded with his own magic, and his cock threatened to burst inside her. He bit down on his lip to stave off his orgasm.

      Jane pushed herself back into him, letting out a low moan that made the hair rise on his neck. Determined not to let her win, he commanded the sparks to jump back onto her, and they sunk into her flesh.

      “But it’s no use now to pretend to be two people!” Jane’s body flickered into Jenny’s. “Why, there’s hardly enough of me left to make one respectable person!” She let out a cry, shifting back and forth between Jenny and Jane, the darkness and the light. Jenny’s head had snapped back into the correct direction, finally.

      “You certainly feel like one person to me.” He rubbed at her exposed asshole with his thumb and was surprised when he felt the sparks flow back into him from inside her. His cock twitched, and Jane lifted her ass, clenching her vaginal muscles and pulling him farther in.

      “How puzzling all these changes are! I’m never sure what I’m going to be, from one minute to the other.” Her body was suddenly ethereal but a moment later solidified around him. The sensation was marvelous in the chill air, his cock exposed briefly to the cold and then warmed once more, but his body temperature had plunged low enough that he was shivering.

      “Jenny.” He grabbed at her hips again, attempting to concentrate. She was draining him quickly, his energy flowing into her. “I need you to pull yourself together.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t explain myself, sir. Because I am not myself, you see?” Jenny became Jane again, gasping loudly and struggling. She pushed back into him, the spectral hands of the audience now caressing the backs of his legs and pushing him forward.

      He placed one hand on her hip and shoved himself in as far as he could go. At the same time, he pushed his thumb into her ass. She screamed and sent a massive charge into his hand. Once it entered his body, he diverted it to his other one. A good portion of it bypassed him entirely, flowing directly into her pelvis. However, it then made the jump to the head of his cock.

      “Shit, oh shit, oh shit!” He let go of her hip and grabbed her by the hair, pulling hard. Her neck craned back, and he felt a sudden shift. The feedback loop had been interrupted, the sparks all washing over her body at once.

      The scream came from Jenny, then Jane, then all the shadows around him. Cacophonous moans of pleasure surrounded him on every side, and he smiled, watching the world begin to melt.

      Jenny squeezed down on him, and the magic was suddenly his to contain. He pulled his thumb from her ass and grabbed onto her hips with both hands, yelling until his voice was hoarse. The liquid fire of his own magic was so hot that he couldn’t even feel the reflexive spurt of his own orgasm—rather, it was the sudden flow of semen, the releasing of his own sexual pressure, that he felt, filling up the ghost.

      The sparks blasted across Jenny when he came, and she screamed again, flexing her arms and shattering the stocks. She hovered briefly in the air, her legs wrapped around him still. The stocks disappeared as she fell to the ground, landing with a loud thud. The shadows melted away, leaving the two of them standing below the spotlight. He gasped for air, trying to regain his footing.

      Jenny was facedown in the dirt, semen leaking from her pussy onto the ground. She let out a loud sigh of contentment, her body starting to fade from view.

      “If you’ll believe in me, I’ll believe in you. Is that a bargain?” Her voice was almost a whisper, but he could hear it perfectly.

      Of all the strange things she had said to him, this seemed the easiest to understand.

      “Of…of course.”

      Jenny arched her back one last time, her body aglow in green light. It swirled around her like it had around the suit of armor, flooding her with magic. She rolled over to face him, her eyes now composed of pure green light. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Suddenly, her eyes went wide.

      “And burbled as it came!” Her voice was different now, a compilation of multiple voices at once. She shuddered, her whole body racked with powerful tremors. She burst into a fog and swirled away, the room suddenly bright, blinding him. His outstretched hands closed on something hard, and he squinted, the green light fading away to black.
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        * * *

      

      Beth opened her eyes, her joints stiff from the cold. She stood along the far wall of the church, the heat of the outside world working its way into her body. She blinked a few times, her eyes adjusting to the light. How long had she been out?

      Mike stood over a busted church pew, his hands gripping the wood tightly. He was breathing hard, and she could see the sweat on his brow. His pants were around his ankles, and his semen was all over the busted pew. His softening cock was one of the largest she had ever seen, and she let out a tiny gasp of surprise.

      He turned and looked at her, horror on his face.

      “Oh shit, it’s not…damn it, Jenny!” He fumbled with his pants and fell, landing hard on the ground next to the mischievous little doll. Beth turned away, trying simultaneously not to laugh or think about how huge Mike’s cock had been. When he was finally quiet, she turned back around. He had tucked Jenny into his shirt and had placed both hands on the rope.

      “Let’s…let’s go.” His cheeks were red, the veins in his arms bulging as he pulled himself up. Giggling quietly to herself, she followed.
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      The walk back through the tunnels was uneventful. In the throne room, Mike had Beth broker a new agreement with the rats. If they wanted to stay, they could, but they needed to close off any tunnels to the outside world that could be used to get in. The rats were hesitant to deny their request, particularly because Tink kept throwing everyone the stink eye while holding her club and Mike held Jenny in his arms like a pet.

      The doll didn’t reanimate on the way back, but he could feel her cold, sinister presence within. He thought back to what he had seen in her illusory world. He was rather pissed that he had been seen, cock essentially in hand, by Beth. There was still something so very daunting about her, a mental roadblock that prevented him from feeling entirely like himself when she was around.

      Then again, who was he really? He thought back to the dual nature of Jenny and Jane. Was Jenny the product of Jane undergoing centuries of anger and abuse, that poor peasant girl now gone forever? Or was Jenny the facade Jane wore to justify her actions, a true manifestation of her inner id?

      With a tentative agreement to revisit the rats to establish more rules, they were led back to the home by Reggie. Though he was now the monarch, he seemed to take a small amount of pride in leading them back to the house. If there was any anger over the death of the recent regent, Mike didn’t detect any.

      “Thank you, Reggie.” Beth knelt to shake his hand. “Let me know if you need anything. Also, if you could fix the locks on the doors, we would appreciate that.”

      “It would be my honor, Lady Beth.” The new king gave them a wave and walked back into the secret passage. Mike yawned and looked at the others.

      “I’m beat.” He held Jenny out to Beth. “Do you want to take her tonight or should I?”

      “I’ll take her. She might want to talk later.” Beth took the doll. “Oh, and here is this.”

      She handed over the emerald. It glowed eerily once it was in his hand.

      “I’ll lock it up in the Vault.” He had no idea the extent of its powers, but he instantly knew it would be a bad idea to let anybody else mess with it.

      “No use Vault.” Tink yawned too, then rubbed her eyes. “Tink find old rat hole in back of Vault. Hide in corner where only doll can fit.”

      “I see.” He sighed. That explained how Jenny had gotten out before. “I’ll take it with me, I guess. Hold on to it until the Vault gets properly sealed.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Beth held Jenny out. She looked like she wanted to ask something but thought better of it. “Well, good night.”

      “Good night.” He watched her walk away. Embarrassing moments in the church aside, she had been a wonderful ally to have on his side. He made a brief visit to the kitchen for a drink, pleased that the others had cleaned up the worst of the mess already. He sucked down a beer he had hidden from Tink, behind the orange juice. The little goblin could as well be a dwarf based on how much booze she could handle.

      Tink was already in bed, her club leaning against the side of the frame. Mike checked in with Naia, and she took the emerald from him and promised to keep it safe until the Vault was finished. He yawned while climbing into bed, miserable at how soon the sun was going to rise. Tink rolled over and grabbed his arm, and he shifted it at the last second to avoid getting bitten.

      He closed his eyes, contemplating the dull green glow of the emerald. He could see it as if it sat before him, mounted on a tiny silver stand.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” He spoke the words, but he hadn’t wanted to say them. It wasn’t his voice either. It was a mix of voices, all feminine.

      “I…I guess?” When he responded, he heard his own voice. At least he would know who said what.

      “Take it.”

      “Am I asleep?”

      The voice laughed. The image was now of the emerald on top of a marble pedestal, and he stood in the sideways tower in the sky. He pondered the world below, where it was early morning, and could see the movements of cars and trains beneath him. So many people living ordinary lives, unaware that a man in a magic house was apparently having a nervous breakdown thousands of feet above them.

      “Not quite but close.”

      “When I was younger, I used to dream I could fly.” He grabbed the pedestal with the emerald. The two items together were about the size of a chess piece in his hand, a hand that wasn’t his own. “I loved those dreams because I would fly straight up into the sky. Away from my mother, my problems, and other people. In my dreams, it was so peaceful up in the clouds.”

      “Congratulations on finding a new piece.” The room swirled around him, and he was back in his house. The first floor was clean and untouched. He walked against his will to the room with the large dining table and saw the familiar game board from before. The board was bigger now, revealing the new addition to the house. He set down the emerald on Naia’s fountain, next to her game piece.

      “Every room has its purpose; every monster has its place.” The voice sang these words, and the owner of the hand withdrew it.

      “Uh-huh.” He experimented with the board like he had before. He touched the back wall of the servants’ quarters. The board shimmered, but instead of changing, a separate game board appeared to the side of his. Standing in the middle of the throne room was a figurine of Reggie, complete with Potato Head glasses and a crown. “This…this is real, isn’t it?”

      The voice just laughed at him. He tried to relax, allowing himself to sink deeper into the vision. He examined the pieces on the board, contemplating them. Off in the corner, a pair of pieces lay inside the lid of a cardboard box. He pulled them out to look.

      “Lily and Dana.” Of course. They weren’t on the board because they were traveling. He noticed other shapes on his board, blurry ones. Those would be creatures he hadn’t discovered yet, in rooms he couldn’t find. Frustrated, he tried to examine some of the pieces, but the harder he looked, the blurrier they became.

      “So what’s the point in all this? Am I playing a game?” He was reminded of a movie he’d caught on TV as a kid. Something to do with the gods using humans as game pieces and sending them out on quests. “Are…are you God?”

      There was no answer. Instead, he noticed a shadow sitting at the other side of the table. It was next to a game board of its own, and the shadow lifted its head. It stood and leaned toward him.

      “Oh shit.” He couldn’t make out the shadow’s features, but the absolute malice it radiated washed over him like a heatwave. It had several game pieces on a board that looked like a fortress with a forest along the edges.

      “You have been challenged,” the voice warned him.

      “Challenged to what?” He was back in his bed, Tink clutching his thigh. Early-morning light illuminated his bedroom, and he groaned. Had he actually fallen asleep? His whole body was stiff as if he hadn’t moved a muscle the entire time he’d been in bed.

      The vision had filled him with a certain level of dread, especially that shadowy figure regarding him from the other side of the table. Was it a society member? He let out a loud sigh. He was too tired to give it much thought and briefly considered getting out of bed to go talk to Naia, or Ratu, or anyone who could give him a shove in the right direction. Fatigue sat across him like a heavy fog, pressing him into the comfort of his mattress.

      “Fuck it.” He grabbed the edge of a blanket and rolled over, shoving his face into his pillow. Tink stirred, and he jerked his thigh away before she could bite it. Unless the world was currently ending, he was going to sleep in.
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly noon when he walked outside. He held a cup of coffee and wore a pair of sunglasses. He went immediately to the sundial and gave it a good turn, then looked up. He had expected to see Sebastien standing there but was surprised to see a dark-skinned man in a fancy suit.

      Amir. This was the head of the society, standing right on the edge of Mike’s property, a false grin plastered across his face. He fiddled with a rather ornate ring on his finger, then put his hands behind his back. This was the first time anyone other than Sebastien had been on watch.

      “Mr. Radley.” Amir smiled. “I guess the reports of your journeys are…inaccurate.”

      “Come again?” Mike only walked close enough to hear better. Amir, according to Lily, was one of the most powerful mages currently alive. To Mike, he looked more like an expensive car salesman.

      “For several hours, a locator spell I cast with your name pinged in an overgrown region of South America. I sent many of the others to capture you, but we lost your location hours ago. Naturally, I came here myself to check on the situation.” Amir folded his fingers into a gun, and a black-and-purple bolt ripped toward Mike. It struck an invisible barrier at the property line and scattered outward. “Can’t blame a man for trying. Anyways, I had hoped to be waiting for your eventual return so I could kill you.”

      “Your locator spell is broken.” Mike sipped at his coffee. “Clearly I am still here and haven’t left.”

      “Or clearly you have returned. You are a man of many mysteries, Mr. Radley.”

      “Yeah.” He turned away from Amir, then paused and turned back. “Any luck finding your succubus?”

      Amir’s features flinched. “She has been rather elusive, but I am a patient man. I have lived countless centuries and will undoubtedly live countless more. That is why I have decided I no longer care about gaining your cooperation. It would be far easier to kill you and whoever shows up to claim your inheritance. If I do this enough times, eventually someone will sell me this place.”

      “It’s a shame you have all the time in the world yet you spend it being a huge douchebag.”

      “That is a matter of perspective.” Amir’s smile reappeared. “As the wind wears down the mountain, I, too, shall see this through.”

      “Uh-huh.” The way Amir was looking at Mike now, he knew he should be terrified. In a way, his death certificate had already been signed by the man. However, Mike had slept poorly and was officially too grumpy to care. “Anything else you have to say to me? I’m pretty busy these days. Found a dragon in the basement. I’m having him neutered so he quits humping the washing machine. Leaves terrible stains on all my clothes.”

      “You have a dragon?” A look of disbelief crossed the man’s face. Mike ignored him and walked back to his door. He stopped long enough to stare at the swing, wondering how many days Cecilia would be gone. At the thought of her departure, his mood darkened.

      In the early afternoon, a moving truck arrived. It was all the items from New Castle. He had them dropped off on the driveway and tipped the movers well. Beth came out with her list and verified that each item had, in fact, been returned.

      The fairies, able to sense magic, helped sort the items into magical and nonmagical piles. Surprisingly enough, most of the items were nonmagical. These Mike used to refurnish the second floor with help from Sofia and Beth. The rats had unblocked the remaining doorways and closed up a couple of the portals already.

      Tink spent her evening and the following morning in the Vault. When she came up for breakfast, she was muttering under her breath, her face and arms covered in soot. Between inhaling her forbidden Eggos (that she had hidden from Sofia), she mumbled something about a magical item that had blown up in her face, and went back down to the basement, wearing a thick apron and heavy gloves. The Vault was eventually declared repaired before Tink flopped down on Mike’s bed and slept for nearly fourteen hours straight.

      He expected to have another dream about the game board, but it never came. Cecilia still hadn’t returned, but Sofia assured him that many death myths claimed a personal escort could take time, especially when they were dealing with troublesome spirits that didn’t want to go.

      Somehow, it didn’t help him feel better. He used his nervous energy to assist Reggie in transforming the servants’ quarters into a sitting room. They had both agreed it would be more pleasant than storming into the throne room whenever they wanted to talk. To his credit, Reggie had some of the rats participate in cleaning up, and they even gave Beth an old, beat-up dollhouse meant to be a temporary replacement for Jenny’s.

      The doll hadn’t moved since they’d returned, but Beth assured him Jenny’s weird little outburst had worn her out. He was happy to hear that the two of them were at least talking and that the grumpy ghost was okay. He cleaned up the dollhouse, and Beth convinced Jenny to accept it until Tink could build her a better one.

      Ratu had taken the gem to the Labyrinth for study and hadn’t been seen since. Utilizing the fairy messaging system, she informed him the emerald had her thoroughly stumped. The magic it contained wasn’t easily cataloged, and she couldn’t get it to replicate the effect of animating furniture.

      Another day passed without answers or Cecilia. Mike turned the sundial the next morning, ignoring the figure in white who watched him from the sidewalk. They had been able to repair damage to the first floor, and Jenny’s new dollhouse was rebuilt and waiting for her. The rats agreed to avoid the front room, not as a punishment but because everyone feared Jenny would kill one on sight.

      Sitting at the large table in the dining room, Mike was busy clicking through websites on his laptop. He had sent out final emails this morning to his few remaining clients with references for other webmasters he recommended. He had thought to hold on to some semblance of his old life, but he had come to terms with the fact that he found no joy in working for others, nor did he have the time. He had ordered replacement plates and silverware for what the poltergeists had broken and had gotten some new furniture for the front room. Tink, Sofia, and Abella had worked to repair the table, but it still had several large cracks where it had broken apart.

      Beth sat across from him, her nose buried in one of the Harry Potter novels. An abandoned crumpet was on the paper plate in front of her, and she stirred occasionally at a large cup of tea.

      The sound of scrambling claws announced Reggie’s arrival. For whatever reason, he had started showing up for meals. At first, Mike had found the rat’s continued presence annoying. However, after a couple of days, he realized Reggie was a lot like he was. The rat had only been a mouthpiece for so many years that he had had no confidence or hopes of advancing his lot. Now, however, he had been given a chance to shine by the very people who would have been his enemies, and seemed determined to develop that relationship.

      “Lord Mike. Lady Beth.” He had to sit in a booster seat Tink had built for him, his paws folded politely.

      “Good morning,” Beth told him, then slid over her crumpet. Reggie broke off a piece and stuffed it in his mouth.

      “How’s the kingdom?” Mike pushed over the rest of his omelet. Sofia was still sore about the mess the rats had made of the Library, so he and Beth had started sneaking him her cooking.

      “We are doing well. We have rebuilt part of the warrens and moved our living quarters around. Now that we are mobile, we were offered refuge down in portions of the Labyrinth.”

      “Really? Ratu was okay with that?”

      The rat king nodded. “We have built a series of portals through the maze that allow us to check her traps for her. She also had us build her some shortcuts through the Labyrinth so she can get here faster. Sir Asterion was not a fan of this, but she placated him with something called…time off?”

      When Reggie said “time off,” Mike caught Beth grinning.

      “He doesn’t have to be in the Labyrinth all the time anymore,” she explained. “He’s been allowed to come up and visit. We actually had a nice walk in the greenhouse yesterday. We found a great little waterfall and had some lunch there.”

      “Yeah. There’re a couple good ones there.” A chuckle escaped his lips. He hadn’t really thought of the greenhouse as a place to go for a pleasant walk. Since he was on permanent house arrest, it was likely he would be doing that fairly soon. “Actually, Reggie, the greenhouse might not be a bad place for your people to look for potential homes. I don’t know how big it is, but other than a few extremely dangerous plants, nothing else lives there.” At least, that was what Zel had told him.

      “We prefer our comforts to be made of wood. Unless you are offering to build us homes, we will stick with our current domiciles.”

      “Of course.” He drank some more coffee and contemplated his computer screen. He felt like he had a million other things he should be doing right now and couldn’t focus on any of them as a result. He excused himself from the table and wandered the house, peeking into random rooms.

      Zel sat in the front room next to Jenny’s dollhouse. She was reading a book on herbs that she had borrowed from Sofia. Every couple of seconds, she would scribble furiously in her notebook. She still hadn’t reverted, so she was taking advantage of her lighter mass to walk around the house without destroying the floor.

      Out front, Abella was having a spirited game of tag with the fairies, up above the sundial. She moved surprisingly fast, snatching Cerulea out of the air with her feet. Carmina and Olivia laughed, racing in circles around Abella. Out on the sidewalk, Sebastien watched with interest. Mike suspected that any society members involved in the battle on his front lawn could now see everyone else who had been there, and this confirmed it. They were a thorn in his side that would never go away unless he did something.

      Like usual, he had no idea what that something was.

      Tink was busy fixing up the office, so he left her to it and walked up the stairs to his room. He took off his clothes and climbed into his bath, the water rapidly drawn at the perfect temperature for him.

      “Rough morning, lover?” The water folded around him when he lay down in the tub, becoming Naia’s arms and legs.

      “Maybe. I don’t know. Feel like I have a lot on my mind, but I can’t pinpoint it.”

      “I think it’s your brain decompressing. You’ve done an impressive amount since moving in, and as of right now, you aren’t fighting for survival.”

      “That’s just it. I feel like I am, somehow. I’m in a dark alley and am about to get robbed, or something.” He reached up and played with her hair. “And the strange vision I had keeps bothering me.”

      “The one with the game pieces?” He had told Naia about it the next day. She had no idea what the vision had been.

      “Yeah. There’s a challenger. But now what? Is someone going to show up on my front lawn and try to fight me? Or will it be like Lily and someone will try to kill me in my sleep? And I’m worried about Cecilia, and Lily, and even Dana.” He took a deep breath and let it all out at once. “I’m also worried about what Emily was hiding.”

      “You’re welcome to look with me.” Naia’s hands squeezed his shoulders. “Where should we start?”

      He wanted to ask about the emerald, the magic items she had collected, why she had erased the second floor of her house. But Emily had been smart enough to make sure anything connected to those things would have been part of the wipe.

      It suddenly occurred to him.

      “I’ve been focusing on the outcome far too much,” he said. “Why she did certain things. But something must have given her those ideas, right? I mean, she didn’t just randomly decide to go look up some magic rats that could help her steal the Holy Grail or something like that. Whatever her goal, she based her path on knowledge she came by.” Or at least he hoped she did.

      “So what do you want to see?” Naia asked.

      “Memories about portals. Learning what they are and how they work. I want to see that.”

      Naia leaned over him, her lips finding his.

      Then let’s begin.
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        * * *

      

      Emily pulled her Chevy Impala onto the side of the road. The small hunting trail was nearly invisible from the street, and she wouldn’t have seen it. The tiny yellow fairy sitting on her shoulder had tugged on her ear, indicating she had detected magic.

      “Are you sure?” Emily asked. There was nobody else around, so Daisy hopped onto the dashboard, her hands on her hips. The small creature went through a series of hand signs.

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry.” She set the brake and turned off the engine. Emily knew better than to doubt Daisy’s tracking ability; she just didn’t feel like hiking through the thick brush so soon. When she got out, the wind caught her headscarf, whipping the ends free over her shoulder. She tucked her hair back into place, and Daisy squeezed into her hiding spot just beneath Emily’s ear.

      It had been a long flight, and the clock was ticking. The sundial was good for only thirty more hours, which was cutting it close. She gazed up into the woods and let out a heavy sigh. She hated being away from the house for very long. While Abella had assured her that nobody had tried to break in since the late 1800s, she always worried about what might happen if someone did and she wasn’t home to activate the sundial.

      On the other hand, she also needed to make the house bigger. It was key to solving its biggest mystery, and the only way to do that was to offer up her home as a sanctuary. Unfortunately, magical creatures were becoming increasingly hard to come by. The Arachne she had discovered certainly wasn’t coming anytime soon.

      However, she had been tracking any details on this particular quarry for decades now. His territory was impossibly large, and she wouldn’t have bothered if not for rumors that a couple guys had finally caught him on tape. She had seen it for herself and had decided to take action. It didn’t matter that she was now over a hundred miles north of where he had been spotted. Based on her estimates, the creature could somehow travel a thousand miles a day with little problem.

      That was assuming this was the same creature, of course. She had already visited the spot where he had been filmed and planted an enchanted stone beneath the soil. This would ensure anybody trying to visit the same location would get lost or turned away somehow, thus hiding the creature’s last known trail. That was yesterday afternoon, and since then, Daisy had been tracking the creature using a locator spell, some hair she had found, and a map inside the car. Once they were close enough, they no longer needed the map, and Emily had to drive incredibly fast just to keep up with the creature’s strides. An hour ago, he had been fifty miles to the south.

      She slid the rental car keys into her pocket, and they started walking. Her thick-soled shoes were perfect for hiking, but the trail rapidly diminished. She found herself fighting to make it through the abundant brush around the edges of the forest.

      It was a sunny day, but the forest canopy kept her in the shade. She whistled quietly to herself, wishing she could listen to music while she walked. She certainly enjoyed using her turntable or the radio at home. Her happy tune began to sputter out as the trail steadily became more difficult. She could duck under branches, but the thicket was too massive to push through. She took enormous detours just to get around, stepping off the trail to get to her destination.

      Branches snatched at her clothing, tugging free her scarf. Grumbling to herself, she had to untangle herself numerous times from the thick vegetation. She was so caught up in keeping her clothes from ripping that she stumbled into a clearing backward before turning around to kick a root free of her leg.

      There he sat, his dark-brown fur tangled up in knots. He had built a fire to cook some fish, several of them spitted over the flames. He was tossing some sort of herbs over them when she stepped out of the bushes. He sat up, his eyes already level with hers. The skin of his face was dark, the hair growing around the outside of it. His deep-set eyes were kind, and he had several braids in his fur held together by string, ribbon, and leaves.

      “It’s about time you got here,” he said, his voice rumbling. “I was afraid you were lost.”

      “I…um…” She had expected a lot of things but not this. “You’re cooking?”

      “Even Bigfoot gets hungry.” He used one of his enormous feet to push a small boulder toward her. “Come. Have a seat.”

      “This is not at all what I expected.” She sat down by the fire. The smoke of the flames sought her out immediately, then bent away at the last second. She would tolerate a lot of things from nature, but smoke in her eyes was not one of them.

      “I could say the same about you. You carry yourself with confidence through these woods, yet you appear as a fragile beauty.” Bigfoot smirked, scratching his cheek with a giant finger.

      “You looked a lot bigger on film,” Emily said, frowning.

      “The camera adds fifteen pounds.” Bigfoot lifted one of his fish off the fire. “You hungry? You look hungry.”

      “No, but…”

      He handed over the fish, and she took it.

      Up close, the trout smelled amazing, and her stomach growled in anticipation. “I’m not here to eat your food.”

      “That one is for you. Figured you might be hungry after chasing me all morning.” He winked and picked up the second stake with two fish on it. “Besides, I should probably eat less. That video wasn’t very flattering.”

      She stared in disbelief. “You knew I was tracking you?”

      “Yep. I have very keen senses. The sound and smell of your car are distinct, and the fact that they kept getting closer told me I was being pursued. I waited to see if you were friend or foe.”

      “And what would you have done if I were foe?”

      Bigfoot stood and casually sunk his fingers into the giant rock he had been sitting on. He pulled it straight out of the ground, the earth parting like sand. The boulder was easily the size of a trash can, and he hurled it with very little effort across the glade, where it crushed the trunk of a tree. It was clearly some form of elemental magic, casually induced.

      “Christ.” She looked at the broken tree and then down at the fish. She ripped off a piece of flesh and ate it. It had been seasoned with something sweet and lemony. “This is very good.”

      “Thank you. I pride myself on my cooking.”

      “Forgive me, though, if I may ask. If Bigfeet are so good at hiding and can detect people from miles away, how did you get caught on video?”

      “Oh. That.” He sighed, momentarily lowering his fish. “The forest protects me in many ways. I am rarely seen, and when I am, I have magic that can disguise me in plain sight, even when I’m moving. But though the magic is automatic, I can find myself in a position where my faculties are, um, not as effective.”

      “Such as?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I often like to incorporate floral delicacies into my meals. I found an interesting hybrid that I thought would complement my dinner that evening. I made a wonderful little feast of it, put it in my salad, cooked it with some rabbit. Tasted phenomenal. About an hour later, I thought I was lost in the desert and a fucking cactus was trying to sell me an automobile.”

      “Wait, you got high?”

      “Yeah, I was pretty messed up. There are so many plants out here with medicinal properties, and I am usually so careful. This one was pretty bad though. When I saw those guys, I was convinced they were judgmental mushrooms. Unfortunately, they just happened to have that camera thing of theirs.” He took a bite of fish and snorted. “Fucking figures. Now I have so many people on my ass I should be charging rent.”

      “About that.” She scooted closer to the fire. “I have a house, out on the East Coast. It’s a sanctuary for creatures like you and—”

      “Nope.” He took another bite and chewed it slowly. “I appreciate the offer; I really do. But you have to understand that, by nature, I am a restless spirit. I love to wander beneath the sky and commune with the animals. The forest isn’t just my home. It’s my soul mate, my best friend, the other half of my heart. While your home may be safe, I feel I would not fare well in its presence. The others of my kind are tied to caves, ice, and even swamps, so I wouldn’t bother making them a similar offer.”

      Emily sighed. She had come so far for nothing. “I see. I guess this is a wasted trip after all.”

      “Nonsense.” His dark features spread into a wide grin. “It has been many years since I had a guest. Especially one so pretty. Was one of your parents a nymph?”

      She fought a smile. “That’s a long story.”

      “We’ve got plenty of time. The nearest human is over ten miles away. Pair of hunters, a man and his son. He is teaching him how to use a rifle.”

      “How can you tell all that?”

      “The forest speaks to me. It tells me they have been camping for two days. The father is teaching his son to be a steward for the forest, to carry out his trash and to always put out the fire. The love of the woods is ingrained deep in his heart, and he shares it with his son.”

      “Wow. The forest knows all that?”

      “In a sense. It tells me what it sees, and I interpret. The forest is not one to judge, only to observe. In my grumpier moments, I may intervene.”

      “And that’s when you get spotted.”

      “At times. However, sometimes people vanish and it is for the best.” Bigfoot pulled off a piece of fish and held it out. A mouse she hadn’t seen stood and took the fish with its paws, then vanished into the underbrush. “She is pregnant, and her hole flooded in the morning rain.”

      Emily smiled. She finished her meal, and they talked some more about the woods. The sun had fallen low over the forest, and she realized the entire day had gone by in just a blink. Bigfoot stood and offered to walk her back to her car. She accepted and was surprised when he took her hand and stepped between a pair of nearby trees. Instantly, they were near the side of the road, her car almost invisible in the shadows below.

      “How…how did you do that?” They had crossed what would have taken nearly an hour of hiking in an instant.

      “There is magic in these woods, in the very heart of each tree. Some of them are connected like doorways, allowing me to traverse the miles in a single step.”

      “That’s…that’s amazing.” He stayed in the shadows as she stepped out onto the path. Daisy flew above her, her body acting as a light to guide Emily through the brush. “I had an amazing day. Will I ever get to see you again?”

      “Hmm.” Bigfoot’s face scrunched up in thought. “If ever you speak my name to the woods, I shall hear. Perhaps we could meet again someday.”

      “I would really like that.” She walked back into the woods just long enough to stand on her tiptoes and give him a kiss on the chin. She felt her nymph magic resonate briefly with his. Naia’s magic was as old as the land, but Bigfoot’s was positively ancient compared to hers. “Take care of yourself.”

      “I will, my little nymph.” He shifted backward less than an inch and was instantly invisible to her. She could hear him moving through the brush, his large footprints the only evidence he was there.
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        * * *

      

      “Emily.”

      She turned around at the sound of her name. It had been almost a year since she had heard that voice. She was sweating like crazy, standing on the edge of a cliff overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. She was hiking through Acadia in search of a mermaid rumored to have been spotted along its shores, but she was beginning to think the creature was long gone. Daisy had found magic residue on one of the many rocky beaches, but they weren’t any closer to seeing it than they’d been the day before.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked Daisy. The little fairy had been chasing a beetle along the side of the path. Down below, a small group of tourists were having a picnic near the shoreline, their voices drifting up over the rocks. It was possible Emily had overheard something similar to her name, but the deep rumbling cadence of that voice was even harder to mistake.

      Daisy signed back that she hadn’t. Emily shook her head, wondering if she was hearing things. The last six months, she had been in and out of the house, hunting down any rumors she could. The Arachne had shown no interest in moving in, and Emily hadn’t found any other prospects except for a feral chupacabra she had been forced to trap in a cave.

      “Emily.” This time, the voice was more insistent. She turned around and saw him standing between two trees. His dark fur was streaked with soot and blood. He put out his hand, and she took it, scooping up Daisy before he could pull Emily through the gap in the trees. The humidity of the coast was instantly gone, the air containing a chill. She was surrounded by conifers now, and a small lake could be seen between the trees.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “Canada.” He leaned against a rock and sighed. “I need your help.”

      “My help? With what?”

      He grinned and shifted back, lifting up the thick fur along his ribs. A large patch of mud mixed with berries had been shoved into place.

      “You brought me hundreds of miles to help you remove a mat?” She frowned at the Sasquatch. “Hardly an appropriate use of my time.”

      “I’m injured. The mud was to stop the bleeding, but it isn’t healing like it should.” He peeled it away enough to reveal a quick torrent of blood. He shoved it back into place, then wiped his hand off on his fur. “I need stitches, apparently.”

      “How did you get cut so badly?”

      Bigfoot’s face darkened. “A sword, apparently. My fur is like the toughest stone and can blunt the sharpest blade. I had a hunter shoot me once from ten feet away, and all it did was scorch my hair. But here we are, talking about my boo-boo when you could be helping me stitch it shut.”

      “Is something burning?” She detected the smell of sulfur in the air but didn’t sense anything demonic.

      “Hmm?” He sniffed the air. “Oh. That would be me.” He rolled to his side and revealed a patch of hair that had been singed. “The guy with a sword had a friend.”

      “Okay, tell you what. I’ll stitch you up if you give me the details. Deal?”

      “Yes.” He reached under the stump he sat on and pulled out a small box. He opened it up to reveal a suture kit. “I took this from a vet clinic, but my fingers are too big.”

      “It’s a shame I wasn’t home. I live with a couple of people who are phenomenal with a needle and thread. Then again, you wouldn’t have gotten through to me, I guess.” She opened the kit and pulled out the thick needle. “Do you need anesthetic or something? Or some antibiotic cream? And if you’re bulletproof, how will this even pierce your skin?”

      “Skin and fur aren’t the same. You will have to push pretty hard though. And I don’t feel pain like others, and germs won’t hurt me. Just do it.” He lifted his arm and grabbed the mud patch. “And make it quick. Even if you do a bad job, it will still heal.”

      “I can’t believe I’m stitching up Bigfoot in Canada…” She looked at the wound, which was leaking heavily. “Can you press it together for me?”

      “Yes.” He used his large fingers to push the skin together, and she went to work. It was tough pushing the needle through his skin, and she did a simple stitch, yanking the thread to pull the wound shut. After several minutes, the wound had been closed enough that Bigfoot let out a loud sigh and lowered his arm.

      “Is that good enough?” she asked.

      “Yes. I can feel it mending already. With all the blood, I was having trouble holding it shut.” He took her hands in his and squeezed. “Thank you, Emily.”

      “So tell me about the men who did this.”

      “There were a few of them, but the two I encountered almost captured me. I sensed their magic through the trees and went to investigate. They accused me of upsetting the Balance and said they were taking me in. I refused.” He placed a hand over the wound and winced. “They used a magical snare to keep me in one place, but I broke free with little effort.”

      “So a wizard, then?”

      “No. The snare was a magical object. I crushed it and threw it at the man who set it for me. That’s when his partner attacked me. I thought he was holding a knife, but it unfolded like paper and slid clean through my flesh. When I struck him, it was like hitting a boulder.” He held up the back of his hand. His knuckles were bloody. “I knocked him down, but he was surrounded by a magical aura supplied by a staff his friend carried. That’s when he cast a ball of fire at me, and I stepped between the trees to get away. Between that and getting this kit, I’ve had a busy day.”

      “Someone was hunting you? How?”

      He shook his head. “I do not know, but they were able to track me as if a star hung over my head. I tried to avoid them for nearly an hour, and every time I stepped between the trees, they corrected their course.”

      “Interesting.” She looked over at Daisy. Were they using a method similar to hers? “Do you know anything about them?”

      “No. But I get the impression they know what they are doing. The way they tracked me through the forest, how quickly they attacked from the shadows—these all speak to experience.” He turned his head, his eyes on a distant mountain. He let out a groan. “Shit, they’re here already.”

      “How close?”

      “Ten miles. They must have hopped on a plane shortly after our fight.” He pushed off the stump, letting out a groan. “C’mon, let’s go. We are not safe here.”

      “Go where?”

      “California.” He held her hand and walked toward the trees. This time, she saw it: the trees seemed to bend around them when they passed through. There was no shimmering glow of magic, or sparks. If not for the drastic change in scenery, she barely would have known they’d passed through something.

      Looking back, she saw that the portal was gone. “Are we in California?”

      “Need a few more steps to get there. We’re in a place you call Seney, Michigan.” While they walked, he tilted his head again. “Here too?”

      “How? I thought they were in Canada?”

      “The forest can’t tell the difference between individual humans. We left two men behind, one with a sword, the other with magic. Apparently two men were waiting for me here, and they are headed toward us.” He took a step and stumbled, his knee leaving a giant imprint in the ground. “The next portal is just a mile up ahead. Let’s go.”

      They moved through the woods as quickly as they could, pushing aside branches. There was no definable path, so Emily stuck behind Bigfoot, his huge body securing passage. It was as if the forest bent away from him, closing up like a zipper as they passed.

      “So each tree goes to another specific tree?”

      “The long distance ones do, yes. I planted each of those myself. Before man came to this continent, I traversed every last hill and valley without a care in the world. Even then, I recognized the advantage of a good shortcut. There used to be many more such portals, and I could go from coast to coast in a matter of minutes. But when the white man came, so many of my precious trees were cut down to make way for your roads and your homes. Others like me have experienced that same loss.” Bigfoot’s fists clenched tightly, his raw knuckles bleeding once more.

      Emily didn’t know what to say. She followed in silence until they reached another portal. The moment they stepped through, Bigfoot stiffened and pushed her back into Michigan.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “They were there too but much too close.” He frowned. “How do they know where I am going?”

      “Hold up.” She placed a hand on his large back. “What if they don’t know where you’re going? What if they’re guessing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re Bigfoot. When you go to these places, you occasionally get spotted. If they tracked you, they saw you jump across the map, metaphorically speaking. What better way to trap you than to put men on the ground where you’ve been spotted the most?”

      “You’re suggesting I go somewhere I’ve rarely been.” He frowned. “We can try, but to what avail?”

      “I just need a few hours. If you can get me close enough to a pay phone, I can make arrangements to get you somewhere you can’t be tracked.”

      “We can try. I have not met men who hunt as these ones do.” He took her down an old hunting trail, and they crossed a river. The animals of the forest ignored their presence, and she walked mere feet away from a herd of deer that looked at her with Bigfoot and continued eating.

      “Here,” Bigfoot said. This tree was buried in a thicket of thorns.

      “Where does this go?”

      “The Pine Barrens.” They crossed through together. Bigfoot stopped, his eyes on the trees around them. The barrens were eerily quiet, and he scanned the trees, his dark eyes along their tops.

      “Are they here?”

      “No. I do not come here anymore, for there are things in this world that even I fear. We are currently alone.” He visibly relaxed. “Let us find you your pay phone.”

      He led her through the tall pines, the miles folding into single steps. Soon they were by a roadside diner. A worn pay phone sat just outside the front door. Emily crossed the silent highway and put some coins into the machine, listening patiently for a dial tone. Once she had it, she called her estate attorney, Jerome Ferguson.

      It took a few minutes, but Jerome assured her he already had a lead on what she wanted and to call him back in an hour. She crossed the road and vanished with Bigfoot, back into the woods.

      While they waited, Bigfoot showed her how the trees worked. The ones he took short jumps through could be almost any trees; each just had to be taller than he was. The larger jumps, however, required different trees that looked ordinary at first. However, when she got close to them, she could tell that their bark only looked like the other trees’ in the forest. It was a type of camouflage, Bigfoot explained. The wood beneath was a rich brown that was almost black. He described how, when he got close to one, the tree would reach out to him and connect like the rest of the forest did.

      “Could anybody do this?” she asked. “Or is this just a Bigfoot thing?”

      “Anyone who could connect with the trees could do this, yes. Once you find a tree, it will take you where its partner has been planted.”

      “And what if one tree dies?”

      “If one dies, then the other may become linked to another portal. That is pretty rare though. Usually it just dies. You seem very curious about it.”

      Emily nodded. “I’ll be honest with you. North America isn’t super great for tracking down magical creatures these days. I know they are out there, and many of them need a safe place to live. However, I put my own home in danger whenever I leave.”

      “Danger from what?”

      She shrugged. “Apparently one of my predecessors ran into an issue with a nasty vampire once, but they took care of it. Honestly, the danger could be from anywhere. As long as I am home, the house is safe, but when I leave, I only have twenty-four hours.”

      “And your home is safe now?”

      “I’m taking a huge risk every time I leave. But if I could learn to walk through the trees…” She placed her hand on the bark. “I could travel almost anywhere and still be able to return if a problem arose. I want to travel to Europe. I’ve heard rumors there are monsters hiding in the ruins. Or maybe even Asia. Travel by air takes too long, even when money is no object.”

      “I see.” Bigfoot became quiet, his eyes on the tree line once more. “This is a big favor you ask of me. Let me think on it.”

      “Of course.” She checked her watch. “I need to call my attorney back.”

      Bigfoot took her to the diner. She placed her call and was happy to hear that Jerome had come through. When she returned, Bigfoot sat in plain sight on the side of the road. None of the cars bothered to slow down when they passed, the drivers oblivious.

      “And?”

      “So here’s the deal. I have a place, a small cabin.”

      “I cannot live in a cabin,” he replied.

      “Hush, let me finish. This cabin is an oddity that came with my estate, a home away from home, if you will. I’ve traveled there a couple of times. It’s in the middle of nowhere. The entire area has been blessed with an extremely powerful enchantment that keeps people from wandering into it. I think it was meant to be a safe house on the West Coast.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Oregon. The whole area is over a hundred square miles…I think. The few times I visited, it was almost like it was somehow bigger than it was supposed to be. Anyway, the enchantment only allows in people by invitation, much like my own home. You could go there and lay low for a bit. It should offer you a place to hide. Even if these guys are using magic to find you, it won’t work unless you tell them where you are. However, I just got off the phone with my attorney. He is buying up even more land around that area and having fencing and private land signs put up all around there. The extra land will give you more places to roam so you don’t go stir crazy.”

      “This is an awfully large gift you offer.”

      Emily nodded. “You’re right; it is. But I offer it freely. The house I live in—it is a refuge for creatures like you. I and my predecessors have rescued many different creatures from across the globe and granted them safe haven there. Just because you declined my offer does not mean I wish to decline you the help you need. These people who hunt you—they sound similar to some bad people I heard about from someone else. While you hide there, I can look into it, see if I can find anything out. Then we can go from there.”

      “Hmm.” Bigfoot thought about it for several minutes, his eyes on the trees. The barrens, which had been alive with birdsong, had suddenly gone quiet. The trees themselves were now unnaturally still, causing him to frown.

      “Take me to this place,” he told her. “I would like to see it.”
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        * * *

      

      The road was barely visible, already overgrown with weeds. Other than a pair of naked dirt strips where her tires should go, Emily had no other way of navigating through the woods to her property. It had been months since she had brought Bigfoot here, and she had done so without the use of her car. Daisy sat on the dashboard, her legs kicking at the little compass that was suction-cupped to the dash.

      They had long ago passed through the locked metal gate that warned that trespassers would be shot. According to Jerome, local hunters had been upset to discover that some of their favorite hunting grounds had been bought up by some wealthy railroad tycoon, but Emily couldn’t care less. Bigfoot had already told her that the few hunters he had detected had become disoriented shortly after crossing the barriers, many of them losing their way and wandering. A local geologist was blaming the effect on a large magnetic field that disrupted navigation and was affecting the human brain.

      “There it is.” The shimmering barrier was visible to her, as was the forest beyond. She had tried to photograph the barrier once out of curiosity, but the image had come out blurred beyond recognition. The compass on the dash was already spinning wildly before she crossed the barrier, the shining wall passing through the car. The dying trail was suddenly a cobblestone driveway, the car surging forward on the stable surface.

      The remaining drive was far easier, and she made it the rest of the way to the cabin. It was little more than five hundred square feet on the inside, and though no one had lived there in over a decade, it looked like it had been freshly stained. Smoke was coming out of the chimney in anticipation of her arrival.

      The door opened itself for her, and she walked inside. Fresh biscuits were already on the table along with a bowl of stew. A tiny creature no more than a foot tall fretted over the food, wringing his hands in anticipation. His whole body was a dull color, as if sculpted from unpainted modeling clay. His pointy ears lifted at her entry.

      “Good afternoon, Emery.”

      At the sound of his name, the imp let out a yelp and stood at attention. “Good afternoon, Mistress Emily! I made you a late lunch in case you are hungry, and the bed has already been made up for you.” His voice was high-pitched, and he wore a little bow tie around his neck.

      “Thank you, Emery.” She handed him a silver dollar. The little imp squealed with happiness and ran off to hide away his treasure. A previous Caretaker had crafted the little imp using earth magic with the promise that future Caretakers would bring him silver in exchange for his services. Emily had been disappointed that she couldn’t bring the little guy back to the house with her but was more than happy to uphold her part of the bargain. On her first visit, Emery had expressed a large level of disappointment that she had not brought him his customary gift. She had made a special trip the next month with a large bag of silver, and the coins had been his absolute favorite.

      The meal was much needed and delicious. She split part of her biscuit with Daisy, who gobbled up the crumbs hungrily. Though the fairy didn’t need to eat normal food, she did seem to enjoy the taste.

      The sun was sinking out of the sky when Emily set out, Daisy guiding the way. Once Emily was away from the cabin and surrounded by trees, she spoke his name.

      “Bigfoot. I’m here.”

      She waited a couple minutes before he stepped out of the shadows from between two small trees. He smiled and held out a hand for her. She took it and stepped through the forest with him. The scenery abruptly changed, and she saw that the cabin was now on a distant hilltop. He had set up a clearing with a small fire in the middle.

      “You’re not cooking for me today?”

      “You’ve already eaten. The fire is to keep you warm, as a cold front is coming.” He gazed into the sky.

      “Are you adjusting?”

      “Yes. I step away sometimes. The men who hunt me are far fewer. They have wandered around the edges of this place on the rare occasion I step past the barrier. I hope perhaps they will give up.”

      “They might. I have news on that front.” It had taken her months of digging, but she had found out that his hunters belonged to a centuries-old group of knights called the Order. Their activities seemed to center only on creatures who interacted with humans, and she had been able to track them down because of the intensity of their investigation after the Silver Bridge incident. At that time, many people had gone hunting for the elusive Mothman, but the locals remembered the odd words of men who carried swords into the forest. She explained to Bigfoot the whole story, the sun sinking behind the mountains. A cold front did indeed blow in, but the fire had been built close to a large wall of rocks that blocked the breeze. She was comfortably warm.

      “So you think they will keep hunting me?” Bigfoot asked.

      “Yes and no. You’ve kind of disappeared recently, and from what I’ve heard, they were more upset that you were being spotted. I haven’t been able to find these people myself, and I guess I probably shouldn’t. I’m not certain they would approve of my relationship with my own cryptids.”

      Bigfoot snorted, a sound much like a laugh. “That much I do know. You smell strongly of nymph magic, and I believe there is only one way to attain such a feat.”

      Emily smiled. “You would be correct.”

      “I have thought long about what you have asked me.” He looked up into the sky. With the early darkness due to the mountain’s shadow, Venus had become visible. “I would like to show you how to walk among the trees as I do.”

      “I would really like that.”

      Bigfoot nodded. “Yes, you would. I sense in you a connection to the sky and the earth, a desire to protect much like my own. This training will take quite some time, but perhaps in a year you will be able to do it.”

      “A year?”

      “Yes. A year with me. It is a difficult skill, and while your magic may say otherwise, you are still a human.”

      “I see.” She frowned. “I don’t really have a year I can dedicate to this.”

      “Hmm.” He smiled. “I’m afraid this isn’t taught easily. Your magic must learn how to resonate with the woods, to feel the vibrations of the earth beneath your feet. Each leaf is telling its own story, and you must learn to hear it.”

      “It’s an extension of your magic, isn’t it?” She moved closer to him. “It isn’t like a spell you cast. It’s a lot like breathing, something you simply do.”

      “Yes. I have thought long and hard about how to teach you such a skill, and the best way to learn would be to have you walk a mile in my footsteps, as it were.”

      “I see.” Emily felt that golden glow inside her belly, stroking it gently with her mind. It came awake now, yawning like a sleepy cat. The embers of the fire now flickered purple and pink, swirling around the clearing in lazy circles.

      “What is this?” Bigfoot’s dark eyes tracked the movement of the embers.

      “If I told you I had a faster method, would you still teach me?” Pheromones were now pouring off her, manifesting as glittering lights. Bigfoot inhaled them, his dark eyes widening. He took several breaths, the forest going silent as if waiting for his answer.

      “So this is your magic?” He let out a sigh. “I am feeling many things I have not felt in a long time.”

      “We could explore those feelings.” She could see her reflection glowing in his eyes. “Let my magic touch yours and learn its secrets.”

      “I fear I would break you.” Bigfoot clenched his fingers.

      “Maybe you’re the one who should be afraid.” She leaned forward, her fingers on the warm stones. He remained motionless, and when their lips touched, she felt the sudden rush of heat leaving her body and traveling into his. Bigfoot’s thick fingers grazed the side of her face, his touch surprisingly gentle.

      “This is nymph magic,” he told her, his fingers closing around hers.

      “It’s my magic. I’ve had a lot of practice.” She moved closer, her lips finding his.

      Bigfoot purred in response, his magic rising up to meet her own. Her senses were assailed by the sensations of the forest around her. His lips tasted of licorice, and her nose was suddenly full of his musk, a heady blend of fennel and wild onions. She inhaled him, feeling his magic surround her like a blanket, then it moved away.

      The sun disappeared over the distant hill, allowing the stars to ignite across the night sky. They gazed into each other’s eyes, and Emily lost track of time. A breeze caused the fire to dance over the logs, pirouetting and casting bold shadows among the rocks.

      She kissed him again. Daisy flew up into a nearby tree, leaning over to watch.

      Bigfoot grabbed her breast, squeezing it cautiously. She pressed herself into him, letting out a tiny moan. “I won’t break,” she told him. “I promise.”

      He growled through his smile, revealing sharp canines. He squeezed harder now, his large fingers swallowing up her boob. She kissed him again, running her hand down his fur. It was surprisingly soft, though his skin was tough like leather. Toward his groin, she felt a large lump fighting its way free of the hair. Using her fingers to part the strands, she was surprised to see the dark-skinned behemoth he had been hiding beneath all his fur. It was almost a foot long and nearly as thick as her wrist.

      “Sweet Jesus,” she said, rubbing her fingers across the head of his glans. It was the size of a small fist.

      “I’m a grower, not a shower.” He leaned back to allow her to explore. His cock had been hidden inside a furry sleeve that now acted as a cock ring. His balls were enormous as well, the thick hair of his scrotum camouflaging the whole package. She used both hands, stroking him with a firm grip. The feat required her to move her entire body to jack him off, and there was still plenty of room for another. She wondered how Naia would react if she brought such a creature home to share.

      The head of his cock wasn’t going to fit in her mouth, but that didn’t stop her from licking the top, sucking gently around the dark glans. Bigfoot groaned, his voice carrying out into the forest. She heard a swarm of bats circle briefly overhead, most likely curious.

      His shaft was already leaking precum. She sucked it into her mouth, mixing it with her spit but not swallowing. She infused the liquid with just a bit of her magic, allowing it to coat his shaft adequately.

      Preoccupied with his monstrous dick, she hadn’t been paying attention to what he was up to. She gasped when she felt a massive digit press against the outside of her pants. His finger was thick and strong, and she was able to rub up against it without budging him an inch.

      “I can’t wait,” she told him, then stood to push him back. Bigfoot reclined on the ground, reaching over to grab onto a log to use as a pillow. Emily stripped off her pants, choosing to keep her shirt on. Even with the fire, it was still very chilly out. Bigfoot’s eyes grew wide, his gaze locked on her vagina. With Emily bared to the elements, the effects of her magic increased exponentially. His cock was completely rigid and, somehow, even larger.

      He helped her position herself above his shaft. The head of his cock was entirely too big, but her labia bloomed much like a flower, ready to accommodate him. She swiveled her hips, teasing him just a bit. Their fluids were mixing thoroughly now, but more importantly, she was in direct contact with his magic.

      A nymph’s magic allowed her to integrate with an individual on so many levels. It was like opening a door into their soul and seeing what made them tick. His magic was meant to connect him to the natural world, linking him inextricably to every living thing around him. Grunting, she sank down onto his rigid cock, the forest coming alive around her. The large bulge of his glans sank into her, and she was assailed by the sounds and scents of the woods. The leaves had a smell that reminded her of hay rides and sunshine, the earth now a mixture of everything in her spice rack.

      “Hoooooly shit!” she screamed. His cock simply kept going, her stomach muscles contracting when he pushed up against her cervix. She moved her hips from side to side, buying time to stretch even farther. Her hand settled over her stomach, and she pressed in on her belly, feeling his cock move inside her. Bigfoot growled and grabbed her by the hips. His hands were so massive that his fingertips touched behind her.

      She rode him as best as she could, but her leg muscles immediately tired. The size difference between the two of them was making it difficult for her to establish a decent tempo, and his massive cock kept distracting her. The clearing was aglow with pink-and-purple light motes that drifted into the woods. Connected as she was to the Sasquatch, she could tell that the animals of the forest had been forced into heat and were now desperately pursuing one another.

      “Gods…,” she muttered, her mind expanding even faster than her vagina. She could feel so many living things right now, creatures with thoughts and emotions all their own. The door had been opened to the true spirit of the forest, and her mind struggled to contain it all.

      Bigfoot lifted her off himself and rolled her facedown onto the dirt. She stuck her ass in the air for him, and he gave her a playful smack on her spine with his cock. The sensation sent a shockwave through her hips and made the light motes scatter outward.

      “You seem distracted,” he told her, pushing himself into her once more.

      Emily screamed, her orgasm swirling up into her chest and across her back. As she shuddered, her arms flailed randomly. The motes whirred overhead, passing through the nearby rocks and exploding into tiny supernovae above them. She had never felt so full of another living being, nor so connected. Through his cock, she could feel his own orgasm building, one that had patiently waited for several years to be released.

      It was no longer just the forest she felt but Bigfoot himself. With every thrust, she could feel deep in her being the loneliness of centuries. She could remember watching the first men and women come from the north, a gift from his brother the yeti. Domestication of animals, colonization, the railroad—all these things had new meanings to her now. With horror, she watched the Civil War from the shadows, and with sadness, the massacre of so many trees for the sake of expansion. Yet all was not grief, for this same creature could find immense joy in watching a butterfly suckle from a flower or a squirrel carry its babies to its den.

      With every thrust, he pressed against her cervix, the pressure on her womb immense. Her vaginal walls stretched themselves out, her innate talents allowing her to accommodate his girth. Still, she had often wondered about the limitations of such magic and had come to understand she was currently at them. The body on top of her was becoming hot, and Bigfoot slammed his free hand into the ground, his large fingers sinking easily into the earth. He shifted himself upward, grabbing onto the nearby log with both hands. Every thrust moved her whole body, squeezing a low moan out of her, a continuation of her last orgasm. She turned her head to avoid inhaling the dirt, licking the dust from her lips.

      Bigfoot’s climax started as a low growl, the earth rumbling beneath her. It soon evolved into a howl that caused the forest to tremble, nearby trees scattering their leaves. Emily curled her fingers into the soil beneath, her belly filling with his seed and her senses suddenly expanding. The earth was alive, its pulse pounding through her whole body. Bigfoot’s fingers sank into the log next to her, the wood creaking in protest as he poured even more of his semen inside her. Emily hissed at the sudden influx of heat and magic inside her body, her soul rising to meet his.

      The Sasquatch gasped for air and rolled off her, his large body thumping against the ground. Emily spent the next few minutes catching her breath, her entire body as warm as the fire had been. She could feel her own heartbeat through her pummeled pussy, a throbbing ache that slowly dimmed along with the fire’s light.

      Bigfoot grunted, then snapped off a piece of the log to toss into the flames. Emily rolled over, her eyes on the glow of the forest above. Though it was night, she could now see more colors than she had during the day. The Milky Way was smeared across the night sky, the whole universe on display for her pleasure.

      “You can see it now, can’t you?” Bigfoot smiled at her. “The forest is a part of you now.”

      “Amazing.” The leaves should have been obscured by darkness, but each creature was like a tiny pinprick of light. Every tree glowed with a life force of its own, a force that was connected by magical roots across the countryside. Just by looking at the portal he had brought her through, she could sense a direct path to her cabin. “This is how you see the forest all the time?”

      “I imagine what you are experiencing is a small part of what I do. Our coupling has enabled you to tune in to the frequency of the forest, but you are still much like a visitor.” He waved his hand toward the woods. “Even so, you now have a greater understanding of the life that thrives out here, away from mankind and its machinations.”

      “It’s so beautiful.” She rubbed a tear from her eye. “It’s like being able to see color for the first time.”

      Bigfoot rumbled pleasantly at her. “And with this gift, the forests of the world are yours to travel.”

      “Thank you.” She kissed his lips one more time. “I must go now. This gift will help me help others.”

      “Wait. I have something for you.” He stuck his hands in his fur, rummaging around for several seconds before holding them out. She held her palms beneath his, and he dropped several odd-looking acorns into her hands. “The trees for long-distance travel will grow from these seeds. Plant them next to local trees, and they will disguise themselves to fit in.”

      “Thank you.” She closed her hand around the seeds. The magic they contained pulsated in her palm.

      “It will take many years before they are large enough for you to travel through.” He made a rumbling noise in his chest. “And I hope I will get to see you again.”

      “You can count on it.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on the chin. “Until next time.” She walked away from him, her fingers curled tightly around the seeds in her hands. Her mind swirled with all the possibilities, but she knew one thing to be true.

      It wouldn’t take her years to grow these; it would only take her days. Using these trees, she could travel the world in mere heartbeats, returning to her beloved home instantly if there was ever any danger.

      “C’mon, Daisy,” she told the fairy, holding up a hand. Daisy flew down from the nearest tree, landing delicately on Emily’s outstretched palm. “Let’s head back. Emery is probably worried sick.” With that, she blew a kiss to Bigfoot and stepped through the portal that would take her back to the cabin.
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        * * *

      

      Mike opened his eyes, his gaze on the ceiling. He sat in silence for several minutes, rubbing his stomach while Naia gently stroked his head. There were a slew of emotions running through him, and while some questions had been answered, the door had been opened on several more.

      “She fucked Bigfoot.” He had to say the words out loud just to hear them.

      Naia’s laughter was like the tinkling of bells. “It wasn’t the last time either. Those were precious memories to her.”

      Mike fought back a laugh. Bigfoot, much like the monsters in his own home, had been surprisingly human to him. Then again, all the women of his house were people. Even Reggie, who still wore those goofy plastic glasses, had impressed upon him a humanity he’d often failed to see in others from his previous life. “Are there any other celebrity monsters on her list that I should know about?”

      Naia laughed again. “If you want, I can show you. I think it’s more fun that way.”

      “I’ll pass for now.” As much as the thought of a sexual highlights reel appealed to him, he had actual problems he needed to deal with. “How come I was able to see Daisy? I haven’t met her yet.”

      “These memories happened outside of the house and are not privy to its protections.”

      “I see. Were those all the memories about portals?”

      “Essentially. There are a few others that are scattered, but they involve Emily planting those trees across the ocean and using them to travel. The range is limited to an extent, so she had to plant them strategically.”

      “Hold up. If she used the trees as an emergency route to come home, then where is the tree here?” He sat up in the tub and turned around to face her. “Is it in the greenhouse?”

      “I…” Naia’s face went slack for a second. “Those memories are missing.”

      “Like from the geas?”

      She shook her head. “No. With the geas, the information feels like it’s on the tip of my tongue. The missing memories are things I just simply don’t know. However…” Her face darkened. “When you asked me about the tree just now, I felt like it was both. I’ve forgotten something that’s been blocked.”

      “How did she grow them so fast? Did she use magic?”

      The reaction he got from Naia was the same as before. She shook her head in frustration.

      “That door has been closed to me too, I’m afraid. But there’s something else.” Naia placed a hand on her stomach. “When I try to think of it, I feel something else. I feel…afraid.”

      He didn’t know why, but hearing Naia say those words made his stomach sink. “Then don’t think about it any longer. I’ll figure it out.” He gave her a kiss, then held her against him. “Besides, the optimists of the world always say that when someone closes a door, God opens a…”

      “Mike?” She had felt his body go rigid.

      “The skin of the tree was dark.” He let go of her and stood, water washing off him in rivulets. Did dark skin mean dark wood? He didn’t know enough about lumber to answer his own question, but there was only one piece of furniture in the house that he had been inexplicably drawn to on more than one occasion. It just happened to be made of a dark wood. If Emily had chopped down the tree, would it have retained its magic? Could she have built something from it? “I think I know what happened!”

      His heart raced while he put on his clothes, then ran out of the room. He walked toward the stairs, his eyes on the lone wardrobe at the end of the hall. The silver handle gleamed in the lights of the hallway, the ebony panels soaking up the rest of the light like a sponge. How many times had he been led here, tempted to open it in passing? His full attention on the piece of furniture, he felt it now, a calling from within. There was no dust evident on it, no signs of wear and tear. He placed his hand on the wood.

      It was cold to the touch, much colder than the rest of the house. There was an energy inside that demanded he come and find it.

      Clenching his jaw in anticipation, he grabbed the handle and pulled.
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        * * *

      

      Yuki stood on the roof of the tower, surveying the land below. The sun was starting to set over the valley, its reflection rippling in the large river that cut a swathe through the land. From where she stood, she could see the edge of the world, the place where the land wrapped suddenly back to the east. She often wondered if she could build her tower even higher, maybe high enough that she could eventually see the back of it far off in the distance.

      She glared down at the woods, the clouds above dropping a fresh blanket of snow around the tower. It would melt and feed the river, providing life-giving water to the creatures below. Sometimes she pretended it was her anger that melted the ice of the mountain, tempering her hot rage. Other times, she debated burning the forest to the ground.

      She was in a foul mood, the tarot cards spread in front of her. Every day, she would do a reading, and every day, it was largely the same. The cards would fall and reveal that her future was unchanged, the safety of her keep unbreached.

      Today had been different. Halfway through the reading, she had gotten the sense of being watched. Flipping over one of the cards, she had found herself once more in that wretched house, gazing across the table at a man who sat over the game board, his eyes glued to the pieces below.

      She squeezed her fingers so hard into the cold stone that her claws emerged, scratching lines into the solid granite. She had no idea who he was, but he was in the house. Her house.

      She wasn’t about to suffer the potential consequences of trusting a complete stranger. If he could find his way here, that meant she could find her way back and claim what was rightfully hers.

      “Daisy.” She called the fairy’s name and waited.

      The tiny yellow fairy appeared, signing that she was ready and eager to serve. Though she was deaf, she could hear through the vibrations of her delicate wings.

      “We need to make preparations. We will have company soon.”

      Daisy nodded and zipped away, her light disappearing through the tower window.

      “Emily.” How many years had it been since she had left Yuki here? She looked down at the cards once more, then picked one up. It was the Hanged Man. She set it down next to the Tower card, squinting to make out the patterns through the falling snow. The significance of having drawn these two cards was not lost on her, but what could it mean? As was often the case with divination, she couldn’t tell if the cards were meant for her or for the people she would meet.

      Then again, maybe the meaning was clear after all.

      A growl escaped her throat, and she swept her arm across the stone, tossing the cards into the air. They fluttered like butterflies as they fell into the valley, scattering the dying rays of daylight.
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      The door of the wardrobe didn’t move.

      Puzzled, Mike grabbed the handle even tighter and pulled again, but it still wouldn’t budge. The wardrobe felt like it had been anchored into the wall, the door completely immobile. Frustrated, he tried rattling the door, when he realized he had missed one very important detail. Right below the handle was a small keyhole.

      “Ugh.” He got ready to kick the wardrobe out of frustration when he remembered he had a key sitting in his dresser. It was the one he had found last week in the downstairs front closet. Excited, he ran back to his bedroom but paused immediately upon entering.

      “What the fuck am I doing?”

      He turned back and stared at the mysterious wardrobe from his bedroom door. Even from here, he could feel its pull on him. What could be on the other side of those doors that entranced him so? It wasn’t just curiosity or a need to feel like he was making progress with the house. Something magical was trying to lure him into the wardrobe, and he wondered if it had his best interest at heart.

      He moved toward the wardrobe again but turned at the stairs. Once he broke eye contact with the wardrobe, he ran down them. Already, the mystical pull was fading. Once at the bottom, he went out the back door to find Zel, Abella, and Naia sitting around the fountain.

      “Hey, I need a favor.” He sat at the water’s edge. “There’s a key in the top drawer of my dresser. Can somebody go get it and give it to Naia?” He briefly explained the magical compulsion of the wardrobe to all of them along with the memory of Emily using portals to travel. “I don’t want to go wandering in without thinking things through first. I’m fairly certain it goes somewhere but don’t know where, and I’m worried the key may have the same spell on it or something.”

      “I’ve got it.” Zel walked to the house, her hooves clomping on the wood once she was in the door.

      “Someone’s learning caution,” Naia said, kissing Mike on the forehead. After waiting a minute, she vanished with a splash, then reappeared, the small key in her hand.

      His heart pumped frantically, and his hand shot out to grab it from her. At the last second, he closed his fingers and pulled his hand back. He knew he had made the correct decision.

      “Hold on to it for me? Until I’m ready.”

      She grinned. “Yes, but only for a bit. Anything I take down there alters the flow of my spring, and I’m running out of good places to shove things.”

      “I’ll deal with it soon.” He let out a sigh of relief when Naia swallowed it and it vanished from sight. “I just thought it would be best if I didn’t wander off to some other part of the planet with nobody knowing where I went.”

      “Agreed.” Abella put a hand on his shoulder. She smiled, the fused crack in her face glinting in the sunlight. It was the stone equivalent of a scar, yet somehow the flaw looked good on her. It traveled down her forehead, across her eye, and then along her cheek. “We can’t bail you out if we don’t know where you are.”

      He smiled but didn’t feel good about it on the inside. “Well, at least I know I can count on you.”

      Abella grinned, her dark eyes glittering in the daylight.

      Zel stepped out of the back door, her hooves clomping on the pavement.

      “Check it out!” She lifted her skirt to show she had put on a pair of Mike’s boxers. “There’s even a tail hole in the back!” She spun around to reveal she had practically destroyed the fly of his underwear by pulling her tail through.

      Naia laughed, the sound snapping Mike out of his funk. He stood and gave Zel a hug. “You can keep that pair. I don’t need them anymore.”

      “Really?” She did a little spin, releasing her skirt. “They aren’t as lacy as the ones Abella showed me on her tablet.”

      “You’ve been showing her underwear on your tablet?” he asked the gargoyle.

      “A bit of this and that.” Abella shrugged, crossing her arms. “Sometimes the people in my videos wear underwear.”

      “But never for very long,” Zel added. “If they know they’re going to have sex, why do they bother getting dressed at all?”

      Of course. Mike laughed again, the tension caused by the wardrobe fading from his mind. “If Abella’s been showing you porn, I suspect you have lots of questions, actually. We can address those later.” He turned his attention to the nymph. “Naia, do you know anything about the wardrobe?”

      “Doesn’t ring any bells, lover.” She sat on top of a jet of water that formed a dome beneath her, like the cap of a mushroom. “It feels the same as earlier. I don’t remember, but I feel like I really should.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      “I would like to look at it with you,” Zel said. “I think it’s fascinating that you have an enchanted wardrobe.”

      “Who has an enchanted wardrobe?” Ratu came out of the back door, her white kimono decorated with a golden dragon that flew around inside the fabric, spiraling around her chest before disappearing between the folds of the front.

      “I do,” Mike said. “I think I’m being magically compelled to check it out.”

      “I see. I would love to take a peek. But first—” She held up the magical emerald. “Naia, if you would?”

      The nymph sighed. “Toss it in.”

      Ratu obliged, the emerald splashing in the fountain and then disappearing. “I had a breakthrough this morning regarding that particular piece of magic.”

      “You did? What is it?”

      “It’s interesting, that’s what.” Ratu sat on the edge of the fountain and hiked up her kimono, revealing her scaly legs. She turned to lie on her back, unfolding the front of her kimono until she was barely covered. “The sun feels good today.”

      “Ratu, c’mon.” He sat next to her, wondering what she was up to.

      “Rub my feet and I’ll tell you.” She gave him a wink, and he rolled his eyes. He took her demure foot in his hands and began kneading the flesh around the base of her toes.

      “Ah, that feels good. Anyway, like I was saying, the emerald is one of the more amusing trinkets I’ve come across. Bluntly put, it grants you a wish.”

      “Wait, what?” Mike stopped squeezing. Ratu gave him a small kick with her free foot until he continued.

      “You heard me. Nothing reality-shattering, mind you, but it can do little things. It calibrates to your heart’s desire, and that’s what its function becomes. Magic like this is extremely powerful. If you desired money, the emerald would attune to that desire and help you find it. If you wanted power, it could do that too, but the results would be unpredictable. That’s why I wasn’t able to figure out what it did for so long. I didn’t have a strong enough desire for its abilities to manifest, so it’s just been sitting on my desk, raw potential waiting to take form.”

      “Oh, like a magical catalyst!” Zel exclaimed, then ran to the garage and returned with a notebook. From where he sat, Mike could see she was drawing the emerald from memory.

      “That’s another way of putting it. Mike, are you doing something different with your hair?” Ratu was looking at the top of his head.

      “What?” He stopped rubbing her feet and felt his hair. “No, why?”

      She shrugged. “Looks different today, like it’s fuller or something. Anyway, the previous king of the rats wanted an army to protect his people. Thus the emerald gave him the power to animate furniture. Our desires are largely open to interpretation, so the gem does its best to accommodate.”

      “But then what was the deal with Jenny?” he asked.

      “Oh, that’s my favorite. Your little friend is cursed to live in a doll forever. As a result, her desires are a little out of whack. What happened when she was under the effects of the gem?”

      He blushed. Everybody had heard from Tink about the incident in the church. It wouldn’t have bothered him as much if it hadn’t happened in front of Beth. “She trapped me in a dream and seduced me.”

      “You are half correct. Oh yes, I love it when you hit that spot.” He was now squeezing the space between her big toe and the one next to it. “I am under the impression Jane wanted certain experiences prior to her death. Her desire manifested as a grand illusion, allowing you to be with her intimately. Part of me wonders if her memory hasn’t been permanently altered as a result. She may truly believe now that your interaction occurred so many centuries ago.”

      He frowned, thinking back on the encounter. “That makes sense, I guess. But it was more than that. Jenny was being weird and kept transforming into herself. It seemed like she was talking to me but also like she was just babbling.”

      “That’s something I don’t have an answer for.”

      “Hmm.” He continued rubbing, working his way back toward her heel.

      Abella flew off, no longer interested in the conversation. The blast from her wings disturbed the loose dirt around the fountain, scattering it outward.

      There was something more to what Ratu had said. “Jane wanted a future more than anything, not just sex. So why just that moment? Why not bring her back to life or something?”

      “A future, huh?” Ratu turned her head toward Naia, her outstretched hand playing in the water. “Any ideas, nymph?”

      “You said she was saying weird things, right?” Naia held up a sphere of water. “Like what?”

      “I don’t remember, honestly. She kept changing back and forth between Jenny and Jane, which was pretty distracting. I did notice the emerald kept feeding her magic, and her eyes were glowing. Now I’m worried because she hasn’t spoken to anybody since then.”

      “A spiritual manifestation like that must have exhausted her.” Ratu flicked the water. “Now I wonder something. You say Jane desired a future. How would the gem interpret such a thing and give it to her?”

      “By letting her see the future! Like a prophecy,” Zel said, underlining something on the page. Everyone looked at her. “Weird phrases, glowing eyes. All the hallmarks of precognition.”

      “Seriously?” He looked at Ratu. “Is that possible?”

      “Perhaps.”

      He sighed. “That kind of makes sense. It almost seemed like Jane and Jenny were two distinct beings. Is the emerald powerful enough to treat someone like that as two separate people?”

      “I imagine so. Jenny is a bit of a special case. She is unable to move on, trapped on the material plane. The rules are likely different for her.”

      “Okay, so now that we know what it does, what’s next? Should I have you destroy it? It seems like it would be fairly dangerous.”

      “Maybe. I see no reason to rush though.” She winked at him. “And neither should you.” She poked him with her free foot. “Unless you have somewhere else to be?”

      He laughed. “No, I really don’t.”

      Mike continued to rub her feet, listening to the others talk. If Jenny really had seen the future, what had it been? All his thoughts had been consumed by Cecilia’s absence as well as Emily’s mysterious schemes. The embarrassment involving Beth hadn’t helped matters either, forcing him to put it out of his mind. He had no idea if it had been real or a dream, but ultimately it didn’t matter.

      “When do you think we could examine this wardrobe of yours?” Ratu asked, snapping him away from his thoughts.

      “This afternoon, I guess. I would like to check in with Reggie and Tink first so they know where I’m going. Then we can properly prepare.” If such a thing is even possible, he thought.

      “Sounds good. Come and get me when you’re ready. I’m just going to warm up a bit.” She slid the kimono off her body, lying naked on the stone wall, soaking up the heat from the sun. Snakeskin patterns shifted on her flesh, and she closed her eyes, a thin smile crossing her face. Soon she was scaly from head to toe, and he couldn’t help but stare at her for a little bit.

      “I can’t wait to document it. Sounds like the wood itself is enchanted. If so, I wonder if I could find a way to grow some.” Zel shut her notebook and tucked her pencil behind her ear. “I’ll be around.” She blew him a kiss and disappeared into the garage.

      Mike sat on the wall, watching Ratu doze. Naia’s birds were singing her various tunes, landing in the upper tier of her fountain. He fought the urge to go on about his business, choosing instead to enjoy this moment of peace. A strange feeling in his gut told him it would be the last one for a while.
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        * * *

      

      Beth opened her eyes, blinking several times. She had fallen asleep at the desk in the office, her laptop still open and some documents spread out before her. Yawning, she checked the time. She must have conked out over an hour ago.

      Stretching her arms, she couldn’t help but lean back and stare at the molding on the ceiling. The grooves had dirt and what looked like soot in some places, which wouldn’t entirely surprise her. She grabbed her coffee cup and lifted it to her face.

      That was odd. It was still mostly full. She sipped at it and made a face. It had gone cold.

      Her cell phone rang, and she was tempted to let it go to voice mail until she saw that her phone was displaying a picture of a young woman with red-and-black hair and a cartoon halo over her head, giving the camera the finger.

      “Lily?” she answered. “When did you put your picture on my phone? Hell, when did you get a phone?”

      The succubus chuckled on the other end. “When you were sleeping, of course. I put myself in the night before I left.”

      “Figures.” Beth pushed off from the desk with her foot, and the chair she sat on spun around to face one of the windows. “How is Colorado?”

      “We’re not in Colorado anymore. Haven’t been for a couple days.”

      “Where are you?”

      “California.” Lily sighed. “We ran into some problems on our way here, and things got…complicated.”

      “Are you okay? What about Dana?” Beth hadn’t gotten a chance to know the zombie very well and had more than a little anxiety about letting her roam the countryside.

      “We’re fine for now. I was calling home because I need money for a plane ticket.”

      “To where?”

      “I would rather not say. I just need some numbers from you so I can finish paying online.”

      “I thought Dana couldn’t ride on a plane? Something about biting the other passengers.”

      Lily chuckled again. “She’s too big for carry-on but not for checked bags. I’m traveling as you, by the way. Have you ever wanted to join the Mile High Club?”

      “Please don’t fuck people looking like me.” She frowned. “There’s no way she’s going to pass for luggage. Isn’t there a weight limit?”

      “A hundred pounds is the limit.”

      “There’s no way Dana weighs less than a hundred.”

      “She does without her legs.”

      It took Beth several seconds to process what Lily had just said. “Care to repeat that? I think I misheard you.”

      “Her legs come off. Well, they can, and we can put them back on later. I have them in my carry-on.”

      “That’s…” Several words filtered through Beth’s mind. Disgusting, macabre, horrifying. “Don’t they smell?”

      “Now, now, that’s extremely rude. As long as she gets a good jolt of magic juice after we stitch them back on, she’ll be fine.”

      “How do you know that?”

      There was a long pause before Lily responded. “Like I said, things got complicated, but our girl is handling whatever death throws at her like a champ.”

      “What about the X-ray scanners?”

      Lily chuckled. “Ticktock is the bag. They can only see what he wants them to. That’s if he doesn’t just get up and walk around the scanner. Wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “He?”

      “That’s how Dana refers to him. Said since he was a grandfather clock, it only made sense.”

      Beth sighed. “Please don’t get me banned by TSA. Or fuck people in my body. Promise me those things and I’ll give you what you need.”

      “Yes, boss,” Lily replied.

      Beth pulled out a credit card and read off the numbers. She wasn’t worried about the cost—Mike would reimburse her. “Did you get that?”

      “Yep. Plane leaves soon, so gotta go. Tell Romeo hi for me.” There was a click and then silence. Beth lowered the phone, staring at it. What on earth was Lily up to?

      Her phone dinged, and a text message came through. It was a photo of Beth with her tongue out standing in front of a mirror, a slender leg draped across her shoulder like a scarf. Behind her, Dana was busy trying to fit herself in a large suitcase, her head and one arm still hanging out.

      “Holy shit.” Shaking her head, Beth put her phone away. It really was better if she didn’t think about what those two were doing, but she was happy they were okay. Picking up her stuff, she looked at her computer screen.

      “Weird.” Several documents were open on her screen, many of them pertaining to Emily’s holdings. Why had she been looking those up? She closed the windows and shut her computer down. She had come to the office to avoid the hustle and bustle of the rest of the house. Sofia had gotten into an argument with the fairies after they’d broken into the flour, and Tink was upstairs doing God knew what with a power saw and with the rats helping her. Beth’s room was close enough to Mike’s that she had been able to hear him moaning in the bathtub.

      The thought of him made the blood rush to her face. It was a frustrating feeling in a lot of ways, because she knew the attraction was largely due to his bond with Naia. While he had been cute in a broken puppy kind of way when they’d first met, she wouldn’t have bothered pursuing their relationship any further. Now, however, he radiated sex appeal like a tiny star, yet acted awkwardly whenever she was around. She had noticed he treated her differently and wondered if she was lacking the monstrous charms of the other residents.

      Did she desire the man or the magic?

      It was a question she couldn’t answer, but it made her stomach feel funny in a way that usually required a trip to see Asterion in the Labyrinth. The Minotaur was more than happy to play with her, but he was a little short on ideas during sex.

      Oh well. At least he took direction well. She picked up her coffee and remembered it was cold once it touched her lips. Frowning, she set it back down. Her thoughts went back to Mike and the scene of him standing in the church, his dick exposed for her to see.

      “Damn it.” She stuck her head out of the office and waited. It didn’t take long before one of the fairies shot past, likely looking for or running from trouble. Beth had realized they were largely bored and needed to be given something to do.

      “Hey, Olivia.” The green light returned and hovered in front of Beth. If she squinted, she could just make out the feminine form in the middle. “Can you go and ask Asterion if he can meet me at the greenhouse? Let me know when he is on his way.”

      “Okay,” Olivia said with a giggle and flew up the stairs toward Beth’s room, eager to help out.
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        * * *

      

      Mike sat on the porch swing, letting the wind slowly rock him. Any moment, he expected Cecilia to return, to speak to him in that fantastic foreign lilt of hers. Though the others reassured him she was fine, her absence was bothering him, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      “Something bugging you?”

      He looked up and saw Abella’s face leaning over the roof, her thick hair slowly succumbing to gravity. A sigh escaped him, and he reclined in the swing.

      “Yeah. I thought dealing with the former rat king would give me a break, but between whatever Emily was doing and Cecilia being gone, I just can’t seem to relax. I feel like something is about to happen, and I’m worried it’s going to happen when I go in that wardrobe. I’m also worried about that emerald. If it was so powerful, why did Emily just give it to the rats?” He looked at her. “Oh, right. Ratu learned the emerald can apparently grant wishes or something like that.”

      “So I heard.” She tapped her ear knowingly. “Even up here, I could hear you all talking.”

      “Right.” He seemed to forget that. Abella, the home’s stone guardian, was always watching, always listening. “So yeah. Something is bugging me, but I have no idea what.”

      “Here.” She held out her hand.

      “What?” He reached out, expecting her to hand him something. Instead, she grabbed onto his wrist and casually pulled him off the porch, his legs dangling over the yard below. She clasped his other hand and flapped her wings, taking them into a high spiral around the house. His stomach threatened to leap out of his body while he watched the ground below twist back and forth.

      They landed by the turret, on a flat piece of roof. He sat, and Abella leaned back, her tail twitching back and forth.

      “I want to show you something.” She crouched, her body and wings flattening against the roof. “Get down or he’ll see you.”

      “He?”

      “Mister Fancy Pants.” She placed her hand on his head and pushed him prone. They lay this way for several minutes, and Abella lifted her head just enough that she was gazing across the yard. More time passed, and Mike wondered if he was in danger.

      “There he is. Move carefully.”

      He sat up and saw Sebastien slowly cross between the two lions. He twirled his cane and leaned on it, his eyes on the house.

      “What are we doing up here?”

      “Blowing off steam.” She reached across the roof and picked up a large brick.

      “Where did that come from?” he asked.

      “Construction site down the road.” She grinned. “Keep watching. He’s going to be so mad.”

      “Okay.”

      Abella cocked her arm, her eyes narrowing. After a couple of seconds, she flung her whole body forward, the brick sailing through the air and smashing through Sebastien’s skull. His upper body exploded into sand, his limbs twitching as his golem fell apart.

      Abella’s wings beat quickly, and she soared down to where the sand was busy trying to reform. Flapping her wings, she landed hard, scattering the grains with heavy wing beats. The sand tried to resist her at first, attempting to reform into Sebastien, but she kept at it, swirling him apart. Eventually, the sand had been scattered into the bushes and grass, and she took off, flying back to the roof and landing gently.

      “That really pisses him off,” she said, making a fist. “Takes him nearly an hour to reform.”

      “That is pretty funny.” He couldn’t help but crack a grin, despite the fact that he didn’t want her antagonizing the society’s watchdog.

      “He has another one down the block that sees me do that.” She pointed, and he followed her finger. This version of Sebastien was dressed as a jogger, his arms and legs pumping as he ran. “I don’t dare fly past the lions to try it with him while he’s watching me. He’s carrying a wand in his shorts, and I don’t want to get blasted out of the sky.”

      “Good. I don’t want anything to happen to you.” He leaned against the wall of the turret. “So is this what you do for fun? Throw bricks at that asshole?”

      “One of the things.” Her cheeks darkened. “I often hear you with the others, so that causes, um, distractions.”

      “I see.” He looked around, realizing nobody would wander by to bother them. Even the fairies weren’t flying around up here. He had realized lately that it was difficult to truly be alone with anyone in the house. It was becoming a regular way station for all the creatures under his roof.

      The breeze was nice but not as nice as the smile on the gargoyle’s face.

      “Maybe I could use a distraction.” He moved closer and touched her skin, his fingers sliding up the thick marble of her thigh. Her flesh yielded only slightly when pressed, but her skin was perfectly smooth, like polished marble. “What do you say?”

      “Out here? In the open? What would the neighbors think?” She winked at him, tilting her leg in his direction, opening herself up.

      “Huh. It occurs to me that I don’t actually know my neighbors.”

      Abella laughed. “They have almost no idea you exist. The geas messes with their squishy little brains. When Emily first lived here, there were a couple of them who threw neighborhood parties in the summer and stuff like that. She described it as being recognized by someone who clearly didn’t remember your name. She would just introduce herself as the new neighbor, but apparently some of the people would actually notice the house for the first time, so she quit doing that.”

      “Interesting.” He stroked her inner thigh, his fingers running along the creases. He wondered how her muscles were able to flex, if they were driven by magic or if her cells were a unique blend of minerals. “So the house sort of fades away.”

      “That’s one theory, but I wouldn’t know. I’ve watched plenty of people walk by and look surprised when they see it, but then they just keep on going as if they’ve already forgotten. When Tink was little, she used to conduct experiments with the geas, to see what people noticed or didn’t. As long as there wasn’t a physical interaction, anything abnormal simply didn’t register with whoever was looking.”

      “Physical interaction?”

      Abella laughed, pulling up on his shirt to reveal his stomach. “Tink got grounded once for using a stick to trip people as they walked by. People came to the door to yell at Emily for letting her kid wear a Halloween mask in the summer while harassing them. They forgot about it later, but she didn’t like that Tink called attention to herself like that.”

      He chuckled. “I can only imagine.”

      “So I have a question.” Abella touched the scar tissue along his side. “How did this happen? It feels so different from the rest.”

      “Car accident.” He sighed. “I was in a pretty bad accident when I was younger, and I almost died. The car caught on fire, and I got burned and cut up pretty bad. Luckily, it was mostly superficial, but it didn’t heal well enough not to be visible.”

      “Is that why it feels stiff?”

      “Yeah. Scar tissue is different from regular skin because of how it grows.” He touched the scar on her face. He could feel the slight indentation where it sank in, the stone becoming dark and revealing glittering granules inside. “But it’s different for gargoyles. You cracked instead of getting burned.”

      “Yeah.” Abella blushed. “I thought it would be worse, but Beth fixed it as best as she could. It will fade but will take several centuries.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe my scars would fade if I could live that long. Humans aren’t that great at living past that first century.” He let his hand fall onto her chest, moving it over her right breast. He loved how it felt, that unyielding smoothness.

      “The first century is superhard on gargoyles too. It’s similar to a human’s teen years, and many of us perish due to stupid decisions.”

      “Such as?”

      She laughed. “Scaring the shit out of people by pretending to be statues is a common trick, but the worst involves swooping down and picking people up and then dropping them. Gargoyles, for lack of a better word, can be dicks. It’s part of the reason so many of us have been hunted and killed, and I can’t really blame humans for it. I might even argue that our behavior caused us to be hunted in the first place.”

      “Did you used to do stuff like that?”

      “Well…” She dragged out the word while unbuttoning his pants. “I spent more of my time pretending to be a statue just to people watch. But early in my adventures I was hiding in a large garden when I spotted the master of the house with one of his maids in the twilight hours.”

      “Oh?”

      She laughed. “He lifted her skirt and took her from behind. It was super casual, with no words spoken. I hung around the estate for many years and found out he had several bastard children with the help. His own wife was no better. Theirs had been a marriage of convenience, to tie two families together in a trading company partnership. As luck would have it, both of them were very into women.”

      “That must have made the hiring process easier.” He shifted, moving in front of her. “Can you scoot down a little?”

      “Sure.” She lifted her hips and leaned back. “Like this?”

      “Perfect.” He had no hope of being able to lift her himself. The base of her tail kept her hips off the ground, and he ran his fingers along her thighs until they met in the middle. She let out a small moan, then reached between his hands to stroke his stiffening cock.

      He explored the thin edges of all three of her labia, moving his fingers inside her. He could feel that reflexive squeeze, but it was different from the other girls. Her vaginal walls rotated when she clenched, and her outer lips slid across each other like the aperture of a camera lens.

      “Anyway, he would bring the maids out and fuck them, almost always on the same bench. I would sometimes stand there for days, just waiting for a closer look.”

      “And they never noticed the strange statue that kept moving around?”

      “Please. Rich people don’t know how many statues they have.” She slid her thumb over the head of his penis, teasing the hole with the edge of her thumb. “Do you like how that feels? I saw it in a movie.”

      “Yeah, but be careful with your thumbnail.” He looked down at the dark talons on her hands. “That’s a sensitive area.”

      “But the danger makes it fun, non?” She traced the edge of his frenulum with her nail. “I believe there’s a part of me that is far more entertaining than my hands.” She pushed his arms aside and sat forward, her mouth now inches from his cock. “And a lot softer too.”

      “You’ll have to show—” He lost his train of thought when she inhaled him completely in one go. Her tongue wrapped around the base of his shaft, providing a smooth, slippery texture for him to slide forward along. The back of her throat moved over his glans, and she gurgled, the vibration making his eyes roll up in his head.

      “You are soooo good at that,” he told her, stroking her stiff hair. She played with his balls, using one hand to form a ring around the base and the other to run circles across his testicles. He shivered, the pleasurable sensation just on the border of hurting. He thrust into her mouth a few times before she pulled herself free, leaving a string of drool from her mouth to his dick.

      “Everything about you tastes so good,” she muttered, then stroked him with both hands before sucking his balls into her mouth. His hips jerked at the shift in sensation, and she pumped him quickly with her hands. Abella’s tiny moans vibrated through his scrotum, the sensation again almost unbearable but very enjoyable.

      “You’re…you’re teasing me, aren’t you?”

      She made a noise around his balls that could have been, “Uh-huh.”

      “Mmm. I like that.” He stroked the back of her head, biding his time. The magic was easier to rouse on this occasion, tiny sparks jumping from his fingertips onto her back. The sparks tumbled down her body, struggling to stay attached. Eventually, Abella stopped pumping his cock and switched, once again inhaling him into her throat.

      Gotcha, he thought, focusing the magic on the tip of his cock. He felt an intense spark jump from his cock into Abella’s throat, and the sparks on her body all stopped moving.

      “Mmph?” she asked, one hand going immediately to her crotch. He tensed up, another spark making the leap into her throat. Her obsidian eyes opened wide, and her other hand slammed into the roof. She pulled her mouth off him and looked up.

      “What…what did you do to me?” She was squinting, her eyes going lazy. She leaned back, sliding two fingers inside herself. “Oh my God, what did you do?”

      To be fair, he had no idea. He had figured the magic would have upped the eroticism but not to this degree. Her natural lubricant dripped onto the roof and formed a small pool while she fingered herself. It didn’t seem to be hurting her at all.

      “Just a trick I picked up.” He winked at her.

      A growl formed in her throat, and he watched as several black sparks came out of her body.

      What the fuck?

      She grabbed him around the waist and used one hand to aim his cock into her soaking-wet pussy. He slid in, his cock parting her stiff folds. Once he was close to bottoming out inside her, he felt his magic jump back into his cock.

      Abella cried out a string of words in French. His whole body was tensed up, and he could see the magic mixing now, the dark-and-white sparks briefly forming yin-yangs on their skin. It occurred to him now that electricity and stone probably weren’t meant to mix, but it was too late. He locked eyes with the gargoyle as he pounded her, his hands on her sturdy shoulders.

      She ran one hand up his side, her fingers digging in just a little too hard. Her other hand was stroking the base of her tail, her eyes rolling up in her head. She was whimpering now, her hips spasming beneath him. He found a great rhythm, the angle of penetration just right that he could feel the ridge of his cock rubbing against the upper wall of her vagina. He grunted and pushed into her hard, his cock flexing while it dragged along the ridges of her opening.

      The back-and-forth of his magic created sparks that bounced off the roof and disappeared. Abella’s moans were loud now, and she arched her back. The sparks along her skin were crawling down to her wet pussy, squeezing in with his cock.

      He remembered the time they had fucked on the cliffs, how she had told him she could absorb his energy and use it for herself. He paused, wondering if he should stop.

      Her eyes narrowed, and she let go of her tail, grabbing him roughly. “Don’t you fucking stop,” she told him, her voice dangerous. She pulled him in and kissed him, her lips smashing his.

      Abella’s hands were tight on his hips. Mike was no longer thrusting into her—rather, she was pulling him in and out. He had his hands on her breasts, using them for balance. It would have been an impossible feat for any other woman, but her firm breasts were unyielding. Even with his full weight, his fingers just barely sunk into them.

      “C’mon, I want to feel it,” she rasped. “I want to feel that hot, human cum deep inside me.”

      He moaned, his muscles unable to keep pace with her. Her strength was overwhelming, her fingers pressing into his flesh.

      The sparks jumped across her skin but seemed to have no immediate effect. Magical pressure was building up, causing the hairs on his arm to stand on end.

      “Fuck me! Fuck me!” Abella cried out again, and her hips trembled. The sparks crawled back along her skin, gathering on his arms and legs. His hands were shaking now but not because of fatigue. He lifted them free of her before moving them down to her stomach. The air now sizzled with magical energy that didn’t have anywhere to go.

      His orgasm had built up to the point of no return. Her labia squeezed against him every time he withdrew his cock, gripping him firmly. She was trying to wring him dry, and he was fairly certain she would succeed.

      The fiery sensation in his balls suddenly magnified; he could hold it no longer. He let out a cry, and his cock tensed up inside her. Abella grabbed him hard and pulled him as deep into her as he could go.

      The remaining sparks jumped onto his body, and all the magic streamed into his core, through his legs, and then through the shaft of his dick. Instead of a normal ejaculation, he felt the magic release itself all at once like a blast of lightning from his glans. He screamed but not in agony. Abella let out a cry of her own, her open mouth now filled with glowing blue lightning that danced along her tongue and teeth. The sparks leaped from her and back into him, and he screamed again, his dick coating her insides with cum and electricity.

      His throat was raw when a third blast came, and he swore he heard a thunderous rumble come from inside Abella’s belly. One of her hands slid off his hip and slammed into the roof, gouging out a chunk of masonry. Her tail whipped free of his hand and crashed into a nearby wall, causing the siding to split and pop off. He lost control of his arms, his hands contracting into tight fists, and his entire body became rigid.

      The world went black, his mind barely conscious. He was only aware of the hard, stony body beneath him, of the thick legs around him. Time distorted, slowing to a crawl. Something inside him shifted, his magic flowing out and rebounding violently, and his heartbeat pounded in his ears.

      Relax, lover. Naia’s voice calmed him. In the darkness, he could feel her nearby, her cool fingers caressing his skin. With a snap, the world resumed, and he fell forward, catching himself just before he would have smashed his face against Abella’s breasts.

      “Mmm.” Abella moaned as he slid himself free of her. Her labia tightened, squeezing every last drop of cum from his cock. Once he was out, he watched her labia tighten up, holding his essence deep inside her. She helped him roll over and onto her belly, his eyes on the sky.

      Mike gasped for air, his head against her stomach. Her wing curled around him protectively, shielding his eyes from the sun above. He looked at his hand, clenching it painfully. He felt like he had clung to a rope too long, his knuckles protesting when he flexed them repeatedly. The sudden stiffness in his joints dissipated, but his fatigue did not. He ran a hand through his hair, marveling at the amount of sweat.

      Relaxing, he let Abella trace her fingers across his chest. He grabbed her other hand, giving it a firm squeeze. Several minutes went by, the burning in his lungs fading. He wondered if part of his sudden exhaustion was related to the torrent of magic he had unleashed. Was his magic dangerous? It had never occurred to him during his self-exploration that maybe it was something he shouldn’t be experimenting with.

      Then again, nothing bad had happened so far. In fact, Naia had even encouraged it. It was a little unnerving that he didn’t understand such a fundamental part of himself.

      “Sometimes I wish I was soft like you.” Her voice broke the silence as she caressed his face, letting her fingers trail down along to his collarbone. “Soft and supple. Be able to ride in an elevator or go on a carousel. To wear pretty dresses and makeup, to try on high heels or get hit on by strangers. By nature, my skin is strong, but I’m not sure my heart is ready for the centuries of loneliness ahead.”

      “Why would you be alone?”

      She smiled, but he could see the sadness in her eyes. “There have been many Caretakers, but none of them have taken an interest in me quite like you have. One day, you will die as all humans do. And when you do, you will leave a hole that likely won’t be filled.”

      “Oh.” He had hardly ever dwelled on what life would be like for the others after he was gone. Like most people, contemplating how the world would go on after his own death wasn’t high on his list of priorities. What would happen to the house without an heir? For that matter, how often did a resident of the house pass away? Some of them were immortal, but the others did have limited life spans.

      He thought once more of Emily. Was that why she had pursued godhood? To become immortal and care for the others? Was that why she hadn’t designated an heir, because she foolishly assumed she would somehow live forever?

      He rubbed his hand along the smooth stone of Abella’s forehead. “I can’t promise I’ll be around forever,” he told her. “But I will do my best to be around for as long as possible and to make sure my successor treats you well.”

      She chuckled. “That remains to be seen. So far, though, you’ve already taken pretty good care of me.” She opened her legs and teased at her opening, withdrawing a huge glob of sperm. “I used to fantasize that I would marry a human and we would have little half-breed babies. Cute little stone-kin with small wings and huge smiles. My husband would come home from work, and we would have a nice meal and read them stories before bed. Then he and I would cuddle in front of the fire and look forward to the days ahead.”

      “Can…can humans and gargoyles…” A large lump had formed in his throat.

      “Oh, absolutely not!” She laughed and punched him playfully in the bicep. His whole arm went numb. “Even if we could procreate, you wouldn’t survive the process.”

      “I don’t understand. I’m fairly certain we’ve gone through the process.”

      “Only part of it. A gargoyle’s anatomy is different. We have a mating ritual that involves flying high into the sky and then diving down toward the earth while we copulate. The act of diving causes a special stone in our body to shift and allow sperm into the womb, and then a gargoyle will fertilize and lay an egg.”

      “You lay eggs?”

      She shrugged. “I could, but it takes a lot of energy. By nature, gargoyles only lay eggs when they can fertilize one.”

      “That sounds convenient.”

      She nodded. “It’s become a bit harder since humans invented radar and air travel. When I say that we have to fly high, it’s as high as our wings can carry us, far higher than any creature can go. The main reason we breathe is to take in energy, so technically we could just hang out up there if we didn’t get tired. Have you ever seen a shooting star?”

      “A few, when I was a kid.”

      She smiled. “Well, it’s possible you wished on a pair of gargoyles. Our bodies can withstand the heat, that’s for certain.”

      “You shouldn’t be flying high enough to light up on reentry though.”

      A weird look crossed her face. “What? Oh no, the fire part. That’s something else entirely.”

      Mike wanted to ask, but Abella stood, grabbing another brick.

      “Bet you a kiss I can hit his replacement from here.” She winked and chucked the brick. Mike sat up just quick enough to see a jogger collapse into a pile of sand. Evidently, Sebastien had thought the coast was clear and gotten closer.

      “Guess I owe you a kiss.”

      Abella laughed and helped him stand. “C’mon, you need to get ready. I’m dying to know what you find in that wardrobe, and you can give me that kiss when you return.”

      He smiled. “You can count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, I guess I’m ready.” He looked in the mirror, then lifted his shirt. The naga-skin tunic clung to him like spandex, the patterns shifting ever so slightly. He let go of the fabric and checked the small leather pouch on his right hip. Tink had made it for him, and he opened it up to reveal the vials that Zel had given him several days ago. The pouch was far safer than his pocket for keeping such valuable items, and he snapped it shut.

      With the dagger clipped securely on his left hip, he realized he looked less like a computer nerd and more like a rogue or a warrior ready to leap into battle. He brushed aside his hair, marveling at how thick it felt. Even stranger, it didn’t lie flat but curled up in places, making it look like someone had styled it for him.

      Naia whistled appreciatively. “Looking good, lover.”

      “Thanks.” He turned around and smiled. “Guess we just need to wait for the others. I’ll run out and reset the dial.”

      “I’ll be waiting.” She vanished with a splash.

      He didn’t hurry, instead pausing at the bottom of the stairs to watch Tink attach a small garage to Jenny’s new dollhouse. He stopped to inspect her work and with a smile, rustled her hair before going outside. Halfway to the dial, he saw a large brick arc through the air and splatter the latest iteration of Sebastien standing out on the street. He looked over his shoulder and gave the gargoyle a thumbs-up and a grin, then turned around to give the dial a twist.

      “Twenty-four hours,” he whispered to himself, then set the timer on his phone. Had Emily ever had to deal with a constant siege like he did? His enemy had been at the gates since moving in, and he feared they would remain until he could get rid of them. But how could he solve the problem when he couldn’t even leave the safety of his own house?

      “Focus,” he told himself. One problem at a time. He would go back in the house, open the wardrobe, and maybe find some answers that would help him deal with the nasty people who kept him under twenty-four-hour surveillance. Or even find a way to use that gem. If he desired for them to go away, would the emerald give him the power to make them?

      Stepping onto the porch, he cast a glance at the swing. Still empty. Frowning, he swore to himself he would get to the bottom of Cecilia’s absence when he returned.

      When he walked through the front door, Zel was waiting for him. She wore a backpack he hadn’t seen before, but he recognized it as being made from the same fabric as her saddlebags.

      “I’m ready.” She smiled and gave him a mock salute, then grabbed his hand and practically ran up the stairs with him. When they reached the top, he saw Ratu inspecting the wardrobe, her hands hovering over the surface as if warming them above a fire.

      “This thing has power,” she said once their eyes met. “Go get the key, and let’s see what it does.”

      “On it.” He walked into his bathroom, and Naia was waiting for him, the key in her fingers. This time when he grabbed it, the compulsion was much weaker. Perhaps the wardrobe knew he was coming? It wouldn’t be the first piece of furniture in his house to have thoughts and feelings.

      “Come back to me,” she told him, giving him a kiss.

      “Always do.” He walked back into the hall, the key pulsing with warmth in his hand. Once he got within a few feet of the wardrobe, the keyhole lit up from within, casting a wide beam of yellow light across the hallway.

      “Wow!” Zel knelt. “Do you think it’s safe to look inside?”

      “No idea. Look with your least favorite eye, just in case.” Ratu winked at Mike, and he held back a laugh.

      “Okay, let’s see what skeletons we find in here.” He stuck the key in the lock, and the wardrobe shook. “I’m hoping not actual skeletons.”

      “Agreed,” both women said. He turned the key and pulled open the door. The interior was dark and full of coats. He looked at the others and pulled one of the coats off the rack. It was a navy-blue peacoat. “This isn’t what I was expecting.”

      “Indeed.” Zel took the coat from him and put it on. “Hey, it fits.”

      Ratu, however, was frowning at the wardrobe. She stuck up her hand and moved it toward the hanging clothes. “There’s a breeze here. It’s cold.”

      “Really?” Mike pushed the coats aside to reveal the back wall of the wardrobe. “Is there a crack or something?” He reached inside to touch the wall only to have his fingers slide through it as if it wasn’t there. A chill sensation traveled up his fingers, and he yanked his arm back. “Whoa.”

      “Fascinating.” Ratu pulled a coat off the rack and balled it up. She threw it at the back wall, where it bounced off harmlessly. “It isn’t an illusion, that’s for sure. It has all the earmarks of an actual portal.”

      “So where does it go?” he asked.

      “Let’s find out!” Zel shoved past him and stuck out her hands. She vanished through the wall and disappeared.

      “Zel? Can you see anything?” Several seconds went by with no response. “Shit. In for a penny, in for a pound.” He stepped into the wardrobe and walked forward.

      The effect was instantaneous. Upon passing through the back wall, he was instantly somewhere else, somewhere much colder. He was in the woods, and large snow drifts had formed around the copse of trees he had just emerged from. Shivering, he saw Zel’s hoofprints in the snow.

      “Zel?” The prints disappeared around some trees. He turned to see Ratu emerge from the shadows, her kimono opening wide to reveal her long, slender snakeskin legs.

      “Too cold,” she muttered, snapping her fingers. The flying dragon on her kimono blazed with light, and the fabric expanded, transforming into a large, puffy coat with a fur hood. Thick mittens were attached to the sleeves by a string, and the coat parted, revealing a thick set of fur-lined boots.

      “You look warm.” He hugged himself, the cold air sapping away his body heat.

      “Ever since our incident beneath the lake, I’ve decided to be more prepared from now on.” She squinted against the white of the snow. “I didn’t think to bring sunglasses though.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty bright.” He pointed at the hoofprints. “She wandered off?”

      “No, she ran off. You can tell by the spacing of the prints.” Ratu walked next to him and slid something into his hand. “I thought this might come in handy.”

      He held up the object. It was the sunstone. He had forgotten all about it. Cecilia had brought it to him when they had stayed overnight in the greenhouse. It was a magic stone that could generate heat, but it required a kick start. Smiling at Ratu with relief, he held it to his lips and blew warm air on it. Heat spread through the stone, and it began giving off its own warmth. “Did you take this from the Vault?”

      “I did. While Tink was reorganizing, I offered to hold on to a few of the less dangerous objects.”

      “This is what triggered the eruption at Pompeii. You know that, right?”

      “Don’t throw it in a fire, then.” She walked ahead of him. “Let’s find our friend, shall we?”

      They followed the tracks for a couple hundred feet. He was tempted to call for the centaur, but he could see through the trees that they were on a large mountain. Would shouting cause an avalanche? And where exactly were they? He could see no other mountains in the distance, only blue skies.

      Ratu didn’t seemed concerned in the slightest. She was busy examining a nearby tree.

      “It would seem to be some sort of evergreen,” she told him, touching the needles. A clump of snow fell loose to her feet. “We’re at altitude, apparently.”

      “That’s…great?” He turned his attention back to the hoofprints. They meandered down a steep hill and out onto a bluff. Down below, he saw Zel standing near the edge, her attention on the landscape. His feet crunched in the snow as he approached, his shoes filling with ice. The sunstone was helping keep him warm but definitely not dry.

      “Zel?” When he spoke her name, she flinched. He could see a large valley below them with a wide river flowing through it. A herd of horses were running in the distance.

      The snow here was deeper than his ankles, and he lifted his feet high to keep walking forward. Zel’s footprints were too far apart for him to walk in, and snow was rapidly accumulating inside his shoes.

      “We need to go back.” Zel turned to face him. “Right now. We can’t be here.”

      “Why not?” He stood next to her on the bluff. Instead of a sheer drop-off, they were looking down a steep, snow-covered slope. Huge drifts of snow had gobbled up the landscape, and other than a few animal tracks, it was pristine.

      “I suspected as soon as I stepped through. I’ll tell you when we get ba—” She froze, her eyes pointing over his shoulder.

      He turned around and saw she was staring at a giant tower in the distance. It overlooked the valley and seemed to be made of large, interlocking stones that had been carved directly into the face of the mountain.

      “Holy shit, that thing is huge!” He heard footsteps and turned around, expecting to see Ratu.

      A woman had wandered out of the trees nearby, her hand clutching a walking staff. Her dress was made of a pale fabric decorated with thick red-and-white furs. Her white hair was wild and framed her narrow face. She drew back her hood, revealing that she wore a plain white eye patch over her right eye. Her left eye was red like wine. At first he thought she was wearing earmuffs, but when they unfolded above her head, he realized they were large, furry ears.

      “Who are you?” she asked, her voice trembling. It was soft but firm. “Where are you from?”

      Zel’s fingers found his, and she squeezed him tightly.

      “My name is Mike. I came here through a magical wardrobe.” He smiled and gave her a friendly wave. “I’m the new Caretaker, if you know what that is.”

      She held out her hand, palm up, and then clenched her fingers. Her face twisted into a snarl, and her fingernails grew into daggers. The snow on the ground between them lifted into the air, collating into a gigantic spear made of ice.

      “Not anymore.” She pointed a sharp finger at him, and the icicle rocketed forward and hit him square in the chest. Fire blossomed through his rib cage, and the breath was knocked from his body. The impact blew him off his feet, and Zel’s fingers clamped down on his as they both tumbled over the edge of the bluff.
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        * * *

      

      “Ta ma de.” Yuki closed her outstretched hand and ran toward the ledge. The icicle should have penetrated the human, maybe even pierced him through, but he had taken the brunt of it and simply fallen away from her, dragging his escort with him. She could smell blood in the air and saw a small amount of it on the fresh snow.

      It was nowhere near enough. Looking over the ledge, she saw that the man and woman had triggered a small avalanche and were now sliding down the mountain and far away from her.

      “Daisy.” She waited a couple of seconds for the fairy to appear before her. “Find them and report back. I’ll be up here.”

      The fairy saluted and shot down the mountain, her light disappearing in the distance.

      A blast of cold air ruffled Yuki’s furs, and she pulled her cloak in tighter. It was likely she had killed him, but she needed to be sure. Once she knew he was dead, it would be time to resume her rightful place.

      It was time to become the new Caretaker.

      Her ears lifted, the sound of soft steps in the snow alerting her to another presence. Turning, she saw a woman in a thick coat emerge from the trees. She could feel a surge of strength from this woman, an instant connection through magic much like her own. Her lips parted, and she bared her teeth, a low growl emanating from the back of her throat.

      “Steady, sister. I would talk first.” The woman’s skin flashed through a series of snakeskin patterns. “You may call me Ratu. I am a naga.”

      “I can smell you from here.” She sniffed the air, scowling at the odor of dirt and snake oil. Worst of all, she could smell the scent of that man on the newcomer. “You may call me Yuki. As a fellow shapeshifter, I know you know what I am.”

      “A kitsune. Interesting.” Ratu crossed her arms. “I have a question for you, my tricky little fox. I was wondering if you had seen a man come wandering through here.”

      “I did, but he got away.” Yuki pointed down the hill. “And when I find him, I plan on killing him.”

      “May I ask why?” Ratu turned her attention to a tree, feigning interest. “I’m just wondering why the extreme hostility.”

      “Are you with him?”

      She shrugged. “In a way. I guess you could say I have a vested interest in seeing him succeed.”

      Yuki frowned. “Seeing him succeed at what, exactly?”

      Ratu smiled. “Protecting the others. That’s all he wants to do.”

      “That’s how it always starts.” Yuki let her magic expand, her senses blending with the ice and snow. She could feel it now, feel the naga’s magic swirling around her like a tiny storm. “The last Caretaker wanted to protect the others so badly that she ended up turning on them. I shouldn’t have to tell you that humans are broken, unable to resist the call of power. They flock to it like bees to honey. Better to crush them when they are weak before they live to betray you.”

      “This one might surprise you.” The naga casually summoned a ball of fire into one hand, then tossed it to the other. The fireball grew in size until it was two feet across, spinning rapidly. “I’m guessing this isn’t open to debate.”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve eaten snake.” Yuki clenched her fist and hooked her fingers upward. Several large spikes of ice lifted from the snow, all aimed at Ratu. Yuki pointed the end of her staff at the naga. “And I imagine you won’t last long in the cold.”

      Ratu’s eyes narrowed dangerously, the swirling ball of fire casting flames among the trees. They ignited, the smoke wrapping around her like a cloak of shadows.

      “Silly fox.” She bared her fangs, her face rippling as she changed shape. “The furrier they are, the quicker they burn.”

      Yuki sent forth the spears of ice, her howls echoing off the mountain as the fireball descended on her and turned the world to mist.
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      Mike’s chest was on fire, and he couldn’t move. His limbs were superheavy, and he couldn’t feel his legs anymore.

      Am I dying?

      Loud thuds like distant thunder beat in his chest, and he thought he heard someone saying his name. His head cleared, and it occurred to him that he had glimpsed the shores of the afterlife and they had looked nothing like this. A loud scraping sound filled his senses, he was suddenly blinded by a bright light, and someone called his name.

      Oh shit. He really had died. This was the tunnel of light, and somebody had come to collect him.

      “Mike!” Warm hands grabbed him by his chest and pulled. His eyes adjusted to the light, and he realized he was looking at Zel from the confines of a large snow drift. She pulled him free of the snow, and he tumbled forward, spilling crimson blood onto the bright-white canvas they were mired in.

      “Here, hold on.” She ripped off part of her skirt and tied it around his upper arm. He looked down at his torso, expecting to see a giant hole. While there was a large hole in his shirt, the snakeskin beneath was still intact. However, the inside of his arm was bleeding pretty bad.

      “How?” He was feeling light-headed and couldn’t properly formulate his words. He leaned forward and fell, Zel grabbing him around the waist.

      “The icicle slid off the naga hide but nicked your artery. We need to find my bag. It got lost in the snow.”

      “Snow?” He looked at the ground, his eyes surveying the bountiful white clouds beneath his feet.

      “Do you still have the sunstone? Your arms are freezing.”

      “Um…nope.” He felt his pockets and looked up the hill. He wondered if he had lost it up there. There was a deep furrow of snow toward the top of the hill that turned into a wide groove, which terminated roughly above the giant drift she had pulled him out of.

      Tink was going to be pissed when she found out he had lost a Vault treasure.

      “Mike.” Zel gave him a shake. “You’re bleeding too much, and I can’t carry you. If you lose consciousness, you will die.”

      “Oh.” He pushed her away with his good arm. He couldn’t lift the other one at all, so he fumbled with the pouch on his belt. Once Zel spotted what he was doing, her eyes went wide and she pushed his fingers out of the way, unsnapping the pouch and pulling out the red vial.

      “You need to drink this, and we need to get out of here right away.” She unstoppered the vial and held it to his lips. Heat flooded his mouth and throat, and his eyes watered at the taste. She pulled the vial away and poured some of it on the gash in his arm. Steam rose from the wound, and he nearly threw up from the pain.

      “What happened?” All he could picture was an angry eye rimmed with fire.

      “The snow queen found you.” Her face was grim. “If she catches up to us, she’ll kill you.”

      Another loud boom up the hill ricocheted off the nearby mountain, causing more of the snow to break free and slide. A ball of fire climbed into the sky only to be consumed by a large flurry of ice and snow.

      “Snow queen? Is she part of the society?”

      “Not the society. C’mon.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the trees. “We need to get back to the house and lock the wardrobe. She can’t follow you if it’s locked.”

      “Okay.” The light-headedness was starting to pass, his numb feet crunching through the snow beneath them. She took him into the trees, ducking her head to go beneath the branches. They had traveled a hundred feet when he caught a glimpse of something bright following them. He stopped for a moment, and it vanished. It was likely an artifact of the bright sun above bouncing off the snow.

      “Mike, c’mon!” Zel tugged at his hand.

      “Wait.” He looked up the hill. “Where is Ratu?”

      “She’s buying us some time. If we can circle up the hill, we can get back.”

      “But what about her?”

      “Honestly?” Zel’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh.” He leaned on a tree for support, his body suddenly heavy. He couldn’t think straight; it felt like he was drunk off his ass. “Did that potion have my spunk in it?”

      “Of course it did.”

      “Okay.” He lifted his arm, inspecting the raw flesh. “This hurts still.”

      “You’re experiencing the healing process in fast-forward. You’re going to feel hungover in a couple of hours if you don’t get any water in you.” She grabbed his hand and pulled. “C’mon, let’s go.”

      “Nope. Not without Ratu.” Another loud boom rattled the mountain, and he cast his gaze upward. The trees along the ridge had been blown free, and another avalanche had been triggered, carrying the flaming logs down the slope. Columns of smoke floated into the sky, ash now falling on them like snowflakes. The ridge disappeared, and a geyser of fire shot through the air above them.

      A loud roar echoed across the hillside. Mike turned his attention to a large shadow that slowly lifted above the distant tower, its large wings beating hard to gain altitude. The creature disappeared into the smoke above, but it roared again, much closer this time.

      “Is that a fucking dragon?” He gripped a nearby tree so hard that he accidentally tore off some of the bark. Zel’s eyes had gone impossibly wide, her hands hovering over her mouth.

      “We. Need. To. Go!” She pulled his shirt, yanking him free of the tree. They broke away from the trees, and Mike realized she was still trying to drag him uphill but away from the sounds of magic. “I think we can circle around and get to the trees.”

      “Are you nuts? There’s a dragon up there!”

      “It’s better than the alternative, trust me!” She slipped in the snow and fell. He knelt to help her up and caught the glimmer of yellow light out of the corner of his eye.

      Another loud blast echoed from up above. Through the smoke, something was generating a tremendous amount of light. The wave of heat hit him suddenly, making his mouth dry out.

      “The sunstone!” He thought it had made it down the hill with them, but he must have dropped it at the top. The dragon roared, and streams of water now trickled down the mountainside.

      “Oh no.” Zel pointed through the smoke at a dark shape that was tumbling rapidly toward them. At first Mike thought it was a log but realized it was a large snake about twenty feet long tumbling head over tail. He ran forward, hoping to intercept Ratu, and immediately noticed how soft the snow was becoming under his feet.

      “We need to find shelter,” he called out over his shoulder. He could hear Zel’s feet sinking through the slush behind him, his stomach jammed with that familiar cold sensation of impending doom. It steadily built, filling him with dread as he knelt and caught Ratu around the middle of her body.

      She dragged him off his feet, causing him to slide down the hill. Once he was able to stand, he struggled to lift her, grateful when Zel finally caught up and carried Ratu’s tail. The large python in their arms was unconscious, making the dead weight feel that much heavier.

      They all sank into the softening snow. Up top, another large sheet broke free and raced downhill, smashing into a thick group of trees. The glow of the sunstone was becoming more intense, and he could see the shadow of the beast circling above. It didn’t seem to be looking for them, instead remaining directly over the molten red glow of the magic rock he had left behind.

      “Where can we go?” He looked back at Zel, her face frozen in panic.

      After several seconds, she let out a loud sigh and pointed downhill. “If we keep going, we should encounter a side trail that will lead us onto a bluff with a small cave network.”

      He didn’t bother asking how she knew. Draping Ratu over his shoulders, he ran his hands along her skin, worried at how cold she felt. Zel put Ratu over her shoulders also but lost her footing and fell. She moved past Mike, her arms outstretched, and caught his ankle. This caused him to tumble as well, then all three of them were sliding on the slick hill.

      “Mike!” Zel twisted around and pulled his feet under her armpits, leaning back on his lap as they picked up speed. Realizing what she was attempting, he tugged Ratu onto his torso, holding on tight while trying to coil her up onto his chest. She stirred briefly in his arms, her body shrinking down to a more manageable six feet.

      Rocks appeared on the slope ahead, and Zel used her legs to steer, her hooves clattering off the tougher chunks of ice. They zoomed between the rocks at a speed of maybe fifteen miles per hour, but Mike felt like they were going sixty. The cold wind grabbed at his ears, his eyes squinting against the ice and snow that blasted them. The mountain rumbled underneath him, and he chanced a look back. Another large sheet of snow had broken free and was coming their direction.

      The rocks were becoming more frequent, and Zel twisted her body to take them down a steep pass. They curled around a tall rock formation with deep crags. She spread her legs wide, the snow rolling up over them and onto her stomach. The ground was leveling out, but a large drop-off was ahead.

      Mike shoved his free hand into the snow, and they all came to a slow stop. After they stumbled to their feet, Zel led him along an area with a twenty-foot sheer cliff above them. A ten-foot-wide trail overlooked the valley below, and a cave-like structure had been carved into the stone. Zel stumbled forward into it before collapsing toward the back wall. Mike was right behind her, the sounds of the mountain now vibrating the thick stone walls around their hiding spot. The world grew dark as the avalanche finally caught up to them, billowing over the rocks and filling the valley below.

      Several seconds passed by, and the snow was mixed with water. Trees and rocks spilled out over the cliff, the sound deafening. Mike opened up his shirt and tucked Ratu inside to warm her up, then clung to Zel, praying it would end soon.
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        * * *

      

      Yuki narrowed her eye at the scene below. Astride the mighty Jabberwock, she watched as the sunstone sent out another wave of heat, nearby trees bursting into flame. The mountain was covered in smoke and steam, and she had lost sight of the naga.

      Their fight had been intense and evenly matched, but Yuki had summoned the beast to her with a mere thought. Constructed of magic and clay, the creature wasn’t technically alive, but it did have tremendous power of its own. At the arrival of the Jabberwock, the naga had thrown what Yuki had thought was a poorly aimed fireball. Dodging to the side, Yuki had soon realized the target had been a sunstone apparently dropped by the man she had sent down the mountain.

      Though Yuki was intent on killing the new Caretaker, it was far more important that the sunstone be extinguished. If the fire spread, it could burn down the trees that led back to the house on Earth, officially trapping her here forever. Commanding large cyclones of snow, she continued to pile on her ice magic, frustrated at how much energy she was wasting on something so stupid. She knew all about the sunstone and its abilities and wondered why the fool had removed it from the Vault in the first place.

      Beneath her, the glow of the stone was making the mountain look like a volcano about to erupt. Frustrated, she stuck a hand in her pocket and pulled out a deck of tarot cards. She cut immediately past the Major Arcana and began sifting through the cards of the Minor Arcana. She hated to be wasting so much magic on a stupid problem, but it had to be done.

      An updraft caused the Jabberwock to buck violently, and she grabbed onto her harness. All three of her tails flared out behind her, sending a radiant wave of magical energy beneath the beast to stabilize it. If she was going to act, it needed to be now.

      She pulled the Ten of Cups free. Scowling, she tucked away the rest of the cards in the special pouch she had pulled them from. She had a lot of free time in the tower, and she had spent a substantial amount of that time drawing tarot cards. This deck, however, was the most special of all. It was the culmination of years of practice, and the only one to contain all the Major Arcana. Most of those had taken at least a month, while some had taken years.

      The ice and the snow had been enough to absorb the immediate heat of the stone, but she needed to smother the nearby flames that kept feeding it. The easiest way to do that would require a rainstorm of epic proportions.

      The card glowed an icy blue in her hands as she undid the magical lock she had put on it. Commanding the Jabberwock to climb higher, she threw the card down, watching it pulsate with light as it sank into the smoke. The Ten of Cups she had drawn depicted the valley below, beneath a large rainbow surrounded by cups full of water. The easiest way to summon a rainbow was to wait until after a storm.

      This card had been a pain in the ass to make primarily because she had captured a rainstorm inside. Years ago, on the back of the Jabberwock, she had spent hours trapping the storm cloud while high up in the sky, nearly falling twice. The storm in question had been particularly difficult because she had captured it during the height of monsoon season.

      Down below, a blast of thunder sounded as the storm was released all at once. Through the smoke, she could hear the torrential downpour of inches of rain falling onto the mountaintop all at once and could see the immediate rush of water farther down the mountain. This spell would inevitably trigger mudslides and wreak havoc on the ecosystem down below, but that was a problem for someone else to deal with.

      She waited, her eye on the glow of the sunstone. It gradually faded, the nearby fires extinguished. After several minutes had passed, the Ten of Cups was gone, and she could no longer feel the magic of the stone. With a heavy sigh of relief, she commanded the Jabberwock to circle, pulling out the Ace of Swords next. This card shimmered like heated air and transformed into a longsword in her hand. The Jabberwock flew lower, toward the clouds beneath, and she swung downward, commanding the magic to release once more.

      A powerful blast of wind cut through the clouds, causing them to billow apart and flee. Soon she could see the mountaintop and grimaced at the devastation. They landed, and she frantically rushed through muddy soil to the copse of trees that were all singed around the edges. Pushing through, she was grateful to see that the ones in the middle had been spared any damage from the fires and the flood.

      The doorway was secure. She sent a command to the Jabberwock to keep an eye on the mountain and used her magic to create a throne of ice. She pulled some smoked meat out of her pocket and took a bite, her stomach rumbling with hunger.

      How many years had it been? Her face scrunched up as she tried to count. Being confined to this pocket world had driven her so mad with rage that she had been unable to keep proper track of time. Perhaps a year later, she had regained her senses enough to meticulously track her imprisonment. Almost a couple years back, she had felt Emily’s passing and had become terrified at the idea that she might have to spend her remaining centuries in this place.

      That was, until the new Caretaker had moved in. She had been able to feel his presence occasionally, trying to capture his attention through the portal. However, magic at such a distance was weak at best, and she was aware Emily had sealed it from the outside. The thought had occurred to her more than once that the magical compulsion she had cast may end up in the destruction of the entrance but hadn’t cared. If he destroyed the portal, then she felt like she could at least move on.

      She stood and approached the trees, her hand outstretched. She could feel the air currents that would lead her back home, escape only a few feet away. There was nothing stopping her from stepping through and claiming the house for herself. After all, she had the right.

      “Not yet.” She couldn’t risk traveling through with enemies on her heels. And she definitely wouldn’t go without her loyal fairy companion. Emily may have left Yuki behind, but the kitsune refused to ever do the same to her friends.

      Once she heard back from Daisy, she would make her next move. Until then, it would probably be a good idea if she found that troublesome sunstone.
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        * * *

      

      Beth waited just outside the greenhouse, smoothing out the sundress she wore. She couldn’t hang up clothes in her closet because they disappeared when the cavern was opened, which meant folding them up in a dresser. She needed a better way to store her clothes if she wanted to avoid wrinkles.

      She used her phone to check her makeup. She had quit wearing it since covering up the mirrors in the house, but she had used selfie mode to confirm she had dark circles under her eyes. Happy to discover that Oliver didn’t appear in her phone, she had done some quick touch-ups before setting out for a little dalliance with Asterion.

      The Minotaur arrived, his ax casually slung over his shoulder. He bowed his head in greeting.

      “Friend Beth.” His voice was the rumble of an old sports car, his dark fur shining in the sun.

      “I was wondering if we could go for a walk?” She pushed open the door of the greenhouse, revealing the large space within.

      “If you wish. I cannot be gone for long, not with Ratu absent.”

      “We won’t go far. The fairies know they can find us here if they need us.” She let him walk in first, admiring the thick muscles in his thighs. If Asterion had an ounce of fat on him somewhere, she had yet to find it. Closing the door behind them, she fought the urge to ask him to leave his weapon behind. If there was something in the world more important to him than his ax, she had yet to find that either.

      They walked along the edge of the cliff overlooking the jungle. The world was eerily quiet, other than the rustling of the trees down below. Behind them was a large wall of glass, an anomaly due to the greenhouse containing an entire world inside it.

      In her childhood, Beth had often dreamed of traveling to Fantastica or Narnia, or even being carried away by a twister to Oz. The simple act of passing through the greenhouse door sent a thrill directly to that inner child; an entire world was now laid out in front of her, ready to be explored. Mike had explained that he thought nothing else lived there inside the greenhouse, but he also had no idea how far it went. She wondered if it eventually had an end or if she could simply walk for all eternity and never see another living soul.

      “We missed our path.” Asterion’s voice snapped her out of her trance, and she turned around.

      They had found an easy path that led down to the bottom of the cliffs and that wasn’t too hard to descend. She also liked it because it gave her a great view of a series of waterfalls that eventually emptied into a pair of rivers that trickled through the forest. She had no idea where the water came from—it blasted out of a hole in the cliff up above, from underneath the greenhouse barrier.

      The falling water filled several different basins, but she and Asterion had explored and discovered an offshoot near the bottom. Most of the water flowed into one area, but on the other side of the rocks was a second waterfall that filled a small pond before turning into a river that meandered into the nearby trees. Behind the rocks, the roar of the water was greatly muted, and the waterfall here fell in a smooth sheet that made it look like a pane of glass.

      “I love how cool it feels down here.” Beth flipped her hair away from her neck, letting the mist kiss her skin. The sun was directly overhead, warming the hidden cove. As long as they stayed out of the shadows, they wouldn’t get cold.

      “Hmm. I like how the sun feels.” Asterion rubbed the top of his head where his hair was thin enough that she could see the dark skin beneath. She didn’t know much about his past and often wondered if he had been born in a different labyrinth or even created in the current one. What was the life of a Minotaur like? It was easy to imagine them as vicious creatures, but watching Asterion tilt his head, his eyes closed as he enjoyed the sun’s warmth, she wondered if perhaps he was yet another victim of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      She stepped in between Asterion’s thick arms and pulled them around her shoulders. “I like how you feel.” It wasn’t even meant as an endearment—the sun had warmed his fur to the point where he gave off heat like an electric blanket. Finding a pocket of warmth in the cold shadows of the cliff made her smile, and she turned around and pushed her hips back into his.

      He said nothing, one hand settling on her hip bone and squeezing. He lowered his weapon and set it against the rocks behind them. While not much of a conversationalist, this was one message that he received loud and clear.

      Closing her eyes, she reached over her shoulder and stroked the tight flesh along his jawline. It was covered in thin, coarse hair that made a bristling sound when she rubbed it. His free hand moved up to her breast and squeezed it from beneath. She covered his hand with hers and urged him to grip even harder.

      I wonder if Mike would squeeze my breasts like this.

      The stray thought made her eyes pop open. She looked down at the bulky fingers toying with her breast. Thick veins stood out beneath Asterion’s skin, but his grip was gentle. She guided him, her hand still on top of his, and moved his fingers up toward her nipples. He pinched them, sending a jolt of arousal straight down her spine and into her hips.

      She closed her eyes once more.

      “Yessss,” she hissed. His stiffening cock pushed into the crease of her ass, and she rolled her hips up and down, stroking him through the fabric. She reached back to push his loincloth aside, allowing his thick member to hang free, then pushed it up against his belly so she could pin it between them.

      He snorted, a hot puff of air hitting her neck. She melted into him, her hips moving to a song that only she could hear. Asterion’s other arm circled her waist, pulling her close. As she swayed, she pressed her thighs together, the fabric of her panties bunching just enough to force her labia to compress.

      “Mmh.” She moved her hand along Asterion’s muzzle down to the broad muscles of his neck and pulled, going up on her tiptoes. Her ass rubbed up and down the Minotaur’s shaft, and a throaty moan escaped his lips as his cock responded to her attention.

      The arm around her waist tightened. She let go of the hand at her breast and ran her fingers along the hearty muscles in his forearm. Through the dense fur, she could feel slight imperfections, scars from a past full of fighting off intruders. She leaned forward, using the sudden space to lift up her skirt and hook a thumb through the band of her panties. Off they came, and she opened her eyes to toss them casually to the stones nearby.

      She missed. Instead of coming to rest on the rocks, they tumbled into the small pond and floated there for a few moments. The dark lace at the top disappeared first, and once the water soaked its way through the white cotton, they disappeared beneath the surface.

      Well, shit. Beth didn’t think they’d float downriver so made a mental note to retrieve them before they left.

      “Keep holding me,” she told him, leaning forward again and grabbing his meaty shaft. She moved it to the side, sliding the wet head of his cock along her butt cheek. Then she shifted it inward so it was placed between her legs, his dick sticking out a few inches and creating a bulge beneath her skirt.

      He snorted, and she grabbed the head of his large cock through the thin fabric of her skirt. A small wet spot appeared almost immediately, and she teased him through the fabric, the warmth of his dick now radiating along her inner thighs. He leaned back, and her toes left the ground when he flexed his shaft.

      A flood of heat rushed to her labia as she was now balanced on his shaft alone. Grabbing his glans, she tugged it upward and then leaned forward, her clit now rubbing solidly along the top of his cock.

      A gasp escaped her lips. Asterion moved the arm around her waist, his hand sliding over her stomach. He parted his fingers into a V and moved them so he could press on her labia while also squeezing his own cock.

      Another round of liquid heat flooded her belly, and she put her hand on top of his, pushing in on his fingers so they were now pinned between her thighs. Sliding back and forth, she could feel him getting hot and sticky from her own juices.

      She edged forward far enough that the head of his cock rested directly against her swollen clit. Asterion held her there for a moment, and she could feel the strong pulse of his heartbeat through the steady throbbing of his huge dick.

      Could I feel Mike’s heartbeat this way?

      Beth shook her head, chasing the thought away. Why was he popping up in her mind like this?

      She wiggled her hips, and Asterion’s bulky dick slowly pushed aside the folds of her pussy, spreading her open. He let go of her waist and grabbed her upper arm, giving her more room to maneuver while keeping his hand on her breast for support. His large stature had given her the ability to chase down several of her own sexual fantasies, and she had worked hard to communicate these desires to the Minotaur. He knew now to hold still, to wait for her to adjust to his immense girth.

      “Oh fuuuuck.”

      The head of his dick pushed her open but didn’t enter. She needed several breaths of air to psych herself up for the next step because it would happen suddenly. Biting her lower lip, she took a deep breath and then let it out, leaning forward to create a better angle for penetration.

      No longer supported by her pubic bone, her body began a slow descent, powered by gravity alone. Beth fought the urge to cry out, knowing she would tense up and ruin the process. It was a sensation she needed to allow, that powerful fullness that wedged its way inside her and caused all her thoughts to go astray.

      Asterion flexed, and her whole body lifted slightly. When he released, she sank even deeper.

      Her cries echoed off the rock walls, bouncing back and forth until they were soaked up by the mist. With every inch that slowly sank into her, she could feel the world around her melt away, gobbled up by her desire. It wasn’t just the sheer size of the cock inside her that drove the reaction—it was the scruffy hair on Asterion’s arms, the animal grunts that came from his lips, the sheer insanity of being fucked by a Minotaur in the first place. It was so many late-night solo fantasies now being fulfilled, the realization that magic was real and she had stepped fully into its world—oh God, he was so deep inside her now.

      She let go of his neck and tried to grab one of his horns, missing a few times before she finally got her hand around it. It wasn’t just the thrill of holding that sacred part of him, a part nobody else could touch, but the fact that she could now lift herself back up and experience the sensation of sinking down on his massive cock all over again.

      Asterion was a beast bred and built for killing, his legend steeped in blood and violence. Yet the gentleness he exhibited in allowing her to please herself, his ability to stand perfectly still while penetrating her to the very center of her being without devolving into animal lust, spoke volumes about the depths of his soul.

      He shifted his hand to her waist, helping to support her weight. She was gasping for air now, letting out her breath every time he sank into her, then pulling herself back up and breathing in once she no longer felt so full. She had wrapped her legs around his thighs, trying hard to maintain her composure, but with every passing minute, she grew closer to an orgasm.

      “Let me down,” she told him between breaths, and he knelt, his cock still buried inside her. She no longer trusted her own movements and didn’t feel like jabbing herself in the uterus. Shaking, she turned them both toward a rock formation that allowed her to lean forward and support herself with her hands.

      Once she got herself positioned, she reached back and grabbed his cock, squeezing it as hard as she could. He let out a grunt and slowly pushed himself back inside her.

      Would Mike be as gentle too?

      She imagined human hands on her hips, thought about what it would be like to let Mike have his way with her. Sure, his cock was large, but nowhere near the size she was accommodating right now. What sort of tricks had he picked up from the women at the house?

      Stop it.

      It made no sense to be fantasizing about him right now, and she cast him away once more. Asterion had picked up his pace, and she used the flesh of her palm to tease herself while his cock slid through her fingers. The throbbing in her pussy matched pace with his thrusts, and she briefly wondered if their hearts were now somehow in sync.

      She came long before the Minotaur did, and he kept fucking her the entire time. She slapped at the rocks, pulled at her breast, and then finally settled her hand back on his shaft. She lay flat against the stone beneath her, content to stare out toward the jungle while Asterion pushed himself into her. His grunts became snorts, like a horse racing across the prairie, and before too long, she felt a thick load of cum pumping through his shaft before blasting her insides with his seed.

      Asterion threw back his head and let out a loud, bestial howl, his lust finally sated. She imagined it was the same noise he would make right after beheading a foe or tossing someone into a pit trap. The thought made her shiver in delight, and she gave him plenty of time to bask in his own orgasm. Minutes passed them by, the falling water just loud enough to mute their heavy breaths.

      He softened inside her and stepped back. The inevitable flood of warmth ran down her legs, and she couldn’t help but smile, watching his semen pool on the rocks below. It didn’t matter where they went; they always made some kind of mess.

      Asterion let out a rumble and put his arm around her shoulders, hugging her from behind. She leaned into it, enjoying the warmth of his body once more.

      “We should be getting back soon,” he told her, his voice breaking the mood. “The Labyrinth is unguarded.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” She pulled away from him and adjusted her skirt. Asterion picked up his ax, and they almost left when Beth remembered her panties were still in the pond somewhere.

      The water was only a couple of feet deep, and she held up her skirt while wading out. She spotted a glimmer of white and managed to pick them up with her foot before wringing them out. She debated putting them on but didn’t relish the idea of wet underwear drying against her butt.

      A flash of movement caught her attention, and she looked up to see that the light of the sun was just right that the falling sheet of water was now like a mirror. Her own image regarded her from the middle of the pond before tossing the panties back in the water and dashing to the edge of the pool.

      What in the actual fuck? Her reflection lifted her skirt and cocked out her butt to give it a wiggle, then reached up and pulled down a cord from out of nowhere. She lowered it to the ground, a window shade appearing. When it released, Beth’s reflection was gone.

      In her place stood Oliver. He wore a top hat and had both hands on a fancy cane made of dark wood. Any moment now, Beth expected him to launch into a musical number.

      “Oh, good. I finally have your attention.” He opened his mouth to speak again, but Asterion charged into the waterfall, scattering the image. It quickly re-formed once the Minotaur had passed through, and Oliver just shook his head in disappointment. His hat had been knocked off his head.

      When he bent to pick it up, Asterion came back through the waterfall, a puzzled looked on his face. Oliver’s outfit was now rumpled, but he grasped his hat firmly in his hand.

      “Not exactly hanging with the smart kids these days, are we?” Oliver sat on a rock and adjusted his hat. “While I will admit quite a bit of jealousy at watching you with the cow over there, I think I can get over it.”

      “How are you doing this?” Beth asked.

      The wall of water shimmered in response, and Oliver chuckled.

      “Mirrors are all about lighting. While I would prefer a smooth, silvered surface, I can manifest in anything that reflects light in a coherent manner. Given enough time, I can appear in a window if need be.”

      “What do you mean, given enough time?”

      “Ah, a question I know you want the answer to. I’m sure you have several, but I’m afraid we’re going to have to rely on a trade. Let’s keep it simple this time.” He pointed at Asterion. “Can you have him stand somewhere out of the reflection? I’m tired of looking at him.”

      Asterion let out a grunt, but Beth held up a hand.

      “It’s okay. You can stand over there.” She pointed to a spot just to the side of the waterfall, blocked by several rocks. “If anything happens, you’ll be close enough to help.”

      “Okay.” He trudged past her, his eyes on the reflection until he was out of view.

      Oliver smiled. “At last, we are alone.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay, so let’s hear it.”

      “I do adore these moments with you. Back when you and I were—ahem—consolidating our relationship, I was unwisely under the impression you were going to become a rather permanent fixture of the landscape in here. I was impressed by your enthusiasm and intelligence and decided to grant you a boon.”

      “I’m guessing this has to do with you leaving a stain on my soul?”

      “Oh, you know about that? Yes, well, allow me to explain. Humans are a lot like fruit. You tend to spoil easily over time. Why look forward to an eternity of watching you dry out like a bad orange when I could keep you fresh for far longer?”

      “So what, you made me immortal?”

      He laughed. “Nothing quite that impressive. Yet. No, in my ignorance, I gave you a part of myself expecting to immediately receive it back. Shame on me. Rather, this piece of myself acts as a conduit and allows me to feed bits of myself into you. Over time, I was hoping to create a being that was more my equal.”

      “I see. You wanted to make me a demon, like you.”

      “Well, not quite like me. Perhaps a couple of steps below me. Some people believe in equality in a relationship, but that belief is for those who only make it till death do they part.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      “You’re right, I haven’t. I wanted you to have a sufficient background.” He stood and approached the water’s edge. “An unexpected development resulted from the process. You see, I’ve been trapped in here for quite some time, and my mind can only escape on a technicality. If asked a question, I can see the answer. I am not free to roam among the mirrors and can only come when called.

      “However, since you left, I have been receiving bits and pieces of information through our bond. I was still so angry over your departure that I debated making you miserable and forcing you to come back to me. But this weird loophole has given me a sort of…freedom.”

      “You’re avoiding the answer.”

      “Indeed. I am getting there.” He dipped his foot in the water. “My ability to appear in this manner is due to that stain I left on you, as you call it. Metaphorically, I put a single drop of ink in the pond of your soul. While it was simply a dark blotch at first, it will continue to spread, like a parasitic shadow, until the pond itself darkens. As I continue to spread my influence, I will be able to manifest in less traditional situations.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Diluting a single drop of ink doesn’t turn a pond black.”

      “Souls aren’t bound by time or distance. I can continue to feed my energy into you, enabling that single dirty drop of my essence to become larger over time.”

      “You’re…you’re feeding me your soul?”

      He shrugged. “That’s a close enough description of what’s happening. I can’t escape this prison, technically. But I can slowly remake you in my image, as it were.”

      She felt her guts turn to ice. “I’m becoming you?”

      “Yes and no. You see, using the pond analogy, I can continue putting drops of ink in the pond. However, the pond itself won’t get any bigger. Until we have properly mixed, we will have to take turns, in a way.”

      “You asshole. Are you controlling my body?”

      “Not right now, my little treat.” Oliver turned to face her. “Which brings me to our next bit of business. Before I met you, I only wanted one thing, and that was my freedom. Since Hell has yet to freeze over, I turned all my attention to getting something actually achievable. You.” He leaned close to the water. “But now I find myself in a predicament. As you are now, I can live with some small manner of freedom. Eventually, I could go for coffee or drive a car. Simple things to you but huge thrills to me. I could spend years in your body, growing old and listening to your miserable soul rage into the darkness. Eventually, you will perish, and I will return to my prison. I’ll have my desserts, and they will be gone forever.”

      “Or?”

      “Or you come here and keep me company for all eternity.”

      “Both of those are shit options.” She crossed her arms. “I would rather kill myself.”

      “Ooh, I’m shaking in my boots.” He wiggled his legs back and forth as if he was freezing. “I don’t doubt that properly motivated, you would have the capacity for self-destruction. Even if you went to Hell for it, you would be beyond my reach.”

      “Sounds like I have you by the horns, then.”

      “Now that’s a fond memory. Do you know I still get hard when I think about how you, a mere human, used me? I love it. Anyway, I need something more, but what to choose? Do I eat my marshmallow now or wait five minutes and get two marshmallows?” He held up his fingers for emphasis.

      Beth blinked. What the fuck is he talking about?

      “I’m talking about you. Do I take control of your body and live out the rest of your days or do you come back home to Daddy?”

      “Neither.”

      “Wrong.” He held up a finger. “You see, this is where I have you by the tits.” He took his hat off and stuck his hand in it before withdrawing a sheet of paper. “You are aware I can answer any question asked of me, yes?”

      She nodded.

      “You are also aware I don’t know the answer until I’m asked.”

      Again she nodded.

      “In a few days here, I will be forced to answer three more questions asked of me by the man you know as Amir, or even one of his cohorts. Now, the thing about the society and I is that our relationship is strained. I’m afraid I have abused the terms of my contract enough times that, once summoned, they ask my three questions and then banish me back to the mirror world. Since you insisted on covering the mirrors in the house, I was forced to wait until I could get your sleeping mind to dream of a mirror.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Yep. We don’t always remember our dreams, after all. I marinated in your thoughts until I had the strength to control your sleeping form. Now, this tends to tire your body out, after all, and was why I was able to gain access to your computer earlier when you dozed off for a second. You didn’t even realize how tired you were because I have been feeding you energy to keep you awake. Once I took it away…” He snapped his fingers. “That was all I needed.”

      “I’m not sure what you could have gained from my computer.”

      “Ah, now that’s an interesting subject. You see, Amir and his associates will never grant me my freedom, nor will they renegotiate the terms of my employment. When he summons me, I intend to give him information he hasn’t asked for, easily verified information from your laptop that will assure him I do, in fact, have the ability to wear your body like a suit and walk right out of there with whatever my heart desires. Specifically, what Amir desires. I have long known what secrets the house holds; Satan only knows they’ve all asked me enough about them. I’ve held some good information close to the vest, for selfish reasons. If only they had known the right questions to ask.”

      Beth wanted to throw up. If what she was hearing was true, then she had become a huge liability to the house.

      “Ah, now you’re getting it.” He grinned, his sharp teeth gleaming in the light of day. “So let’s say you have your bovine fuck buddy over there stick your head in the water here until you perish. I tell them everything they want to hear until everybody has been properly enslaved or destroyed. Amir and his trained monkeys get their happy ending, and I get the luxury of laughing at you all for the rest of eternity. I don’t even have to be asked to know you won’t do it.”

      “But why? If you’re going to tell them everything, then why not just do it?”

      “A demon’s rage knows no limits. The moment I am released from my prison, I would unleash hell on those who have trapped me. I don’t want to see them win any more than you do, and I can tell you they will need a lot more than three questions to make that happen.” He chuckled, his laughter overlaid with a much deeper, sinister sound. “The answer to your question is I would rather get what I want and leave them out in the cold. Therefore, you have two reasonable options here. Option one, you continue to resist and I have a wonderful time slowly taking control of you. One day you walk away with one of the home’s treasures and hand it over to the society. As a reward for my good behavior, they throw you back in with me, and I will make sure you never leave again. We spend eternity together working on the holes in our relationship.” He held up a studded collar. “Once you’ve properly begged for forgiveness, of course.”

      “Option two?”

      “You come willingly. That reflecting pool would be perfect, actually. If you come on your own, I never even let them know you’re here. The war between the Radley home and the society goes on with no additional help from me. We spend eternity together, but maybe…just maybe…” He shook the collar, causing it to transform into a wreath made of flowers. He took off his hat and placed the wreath atop his head. “Maybe not as much begging is required.”

      “I don’t understand. Why bother giving me a choice at all? Aren’t demons supposed to be evil?”

      “Evil, yes. Stupid, no. The human soul is a beautiful thing to behold, but it must obey certain rules. You see, either way, I end up with your soul. But the difference between a soul taken and a soul freely given…” He sniffed the air and shivered in delight. “It’s so exquisite. Why settle for plastic when you can have diamonds?”

      “I fucking hate you.” She said it so forcefully that spittle sprayed from her mouth. Oliver had her trapped, and he knew it. Hot tears were already rolling down her cheeks, and she sank to her knees. Asterion returned from his hiding spot, kneeling by her side to comfort her. When she looked up, Oliver had vanished from the waterfall, but her reflection wore the wreath of flowers.
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        * * *

      

      The snow, water, and ice had been scary enough, but the sudden deluge of rain and mud was downright terrifying. The thunderous sound of a massive storm boomed inside the alcove, and Mike, Zel, and Ratu huddled together as the world ended around them. A torrential downpour formed a large waterfall over the opening of their enclosure, water flooding the ground and coming near them. Mike and Zel crawled as far back against the cave wall as they could, hoping to avoid getting wet. Ratu woke up just long enough to wrap herself around his torso for warmth, shrinking herself down even farther.

      Waves of heat came with the rain. Steam filled the cavern at one point, causing Mike to worry if they would be boiled alive. Clinging to one another, the three of them waited in the dark, wondering when the madness would end. Eventually, a heavy fog rolled in to replace the storm outside. While preferable to the deadly deluge, it was thick enough that they were forced to remain where they were.

      The temperature dropped, and they shivered as the fog slowly cooled and condensed into ice. Certain that staying would result in freezing to death, they exited the cave and walked toward the edge of the cliff.

      The landscape of the mountain had changed drastically. What had once been large, drifting slopes of snow were now icy crags that extended in either direction. Trees and boulders had been uprooted, leaving the hillside a ruined mess. If it wasn’t muddy, it was frozen, and Mike quickly realized he needed better footwear the next time he decided to pass through a magical portal.

      “We need to go down,” he said, looking toward the valley. Through holes in the clouds below, he could see that the forest had been flattened near the base of the mountain. Multiple landslides had been triggered, the scene reminding him of an old National Geographic film of Mount Saint Helens after it blew. “We’ll freeze up here.”

      “We need to go up.” Zel’s lower lip trembled, with just a hint of blue. “We need to go up and go back home.”

      An ominous cry echoed from above, and a shadow passed through the clouds.

      “Do you still think that’s the best plan? Even with that thing up there?”

      Zel nodded.

      “Shit.” He looked up the hill and then down it. Up looked ten times harder to climb. “You’re not telling me something. Now spill.”

      “Mike, I…” She was interrupted by the sound of hooves on stone. She looked past his shoulder, and her eyes went wide, so he turned. At first he thought he saw a group of men on horseback come around the corner but only because his brain wasn’t ready to accept the fact he was looking at a group of six centaurs. They were soaking wet and wearing hunting leathers, their hooves kicking up clods of dirt. Various feathers hung decoratively from their clothing, and they wore bracelets with different colors on them.

      “You.” The one in the lead leveled his bow at Mike. “Who are you, and why are you here?”

      “I’m lost.” It wasn’t the whole story, but it was absolutely true. “I came through a portal up the mountain and was attacked by a woman in white.”

      If he was hoping for sympathy, he was sorely mistaken. The moment he said “portal,” several others raised their bows.

      “Whoa now, I’m not here to cause any trouble.” He put his hands in the air.

      The lead centaur spat. “That’s what the last human said.”

      Mike swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He briefly considered telling them he was the Caretaker, but the last person he had told it to had tried to blow a hole in his chest and then leveled part of the mountain around him. “Not all humans are the same.”

      The centaurs laughed as if this was the funniest thing they had ever heard.

      Mike smiled, briefly assuming he had somehow broken the tension, but the bows lifted momentarily as if the centaurs were going to fire.

      “Wait!” Zel stepped in front of him. “We invoke parley.”

      The lead centaur frowned. “If we were to fill you with arrows, nobody would know you invoked parley.”

      “The sky mother would.” Zel sneered at the lead centaur. “And the moon goddess sees all, even on the brightest day. Unless the herd has forsaken the gods, divine wrath will fall on you for killing those who abide by tribal laws.”

      There was intense muttering from the centaurs, and the one in the lead frowned. “You seem to know much about our kind.” He looked her up and down, his face turning to disgust when he saw her hooves. “By the moon, you’re unfinished. An abomination.”

      More mutters as they looked at her. Zel’s face fell, tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

      “Maybe I am.” Her voice trembled. “But centaur laws still apply.”

      “Ugh.” He waved a hand, and the others put their bows away. “Fine. We will take you to our chief. But should you try to escape…” He drew a line across his neck.

      “We understand.” Zel hugged Mike’s arm against her, and he felt Ratu’s body relax. She was sluggish but apparently paying attention.

      The leader looked at the centaur closest to him. “See if Ara and Hydrus are back in the hunting cave. If not, then we must hope they found their way to safety down in the valley.”

      “It was just us in there,” Mike said, but the centaur passing him accidentally hit him in the head with an elbow.

      “Oops,” the centaur said as sarcastically as possible over his shoulder. He inspected the cave for a couple of seconds and came back out. “They aren’t here, Orion.”

      “Ah shit,” Zel muttered, squeezing his arm even tighter.

      “Come,” Orion commanded. “If you can’t keep up, we will tie you to ropes and drag you.”

      “Well, couldn’t you just give us—”

      Zel pinched Mike’s arm so hard he yelped, and all the centaurs were suddenly statues.

      “Give. Us. What?” Orion leaned close, one hand going to a knife strapped to his human waist. Mike could see the fire behind those green eyes, a spark that was looking to grab hold of any kindling.

      “…a moment to fix my shoes? I just need to tighten the laces because they got wet.” He tried to smile, his heart pounding in his chest. He had almost asked for a ride. “I’m afraid that humans are rather reliant on our footwear.”

      Several moments went by, and Orion’s hand finally moved away from his knife. “Make it fast. We must return before the sun falls.”

      “You’re the boss.” Maintaining eye contact, Mike stepped back and knelt to pull a large glob of mud out of his shoe with one hand, his other hand going to the pouch on his waist, which was now hidden by Zel’s coat. By feel, he could tell which vial was which, and he slid one out, then quickly undid his laces and retied them while palming it. Wiping his fingers on his pants, he stood and grabbed Zel’s hand, pressing the vial into her palm. “I’m ready,” he said to her.

      Zel shook her head, then adjusted the collar of her coat. Her hand was empty when it rejoined his.

      The hike down the hill was brutal, to say the least. The centaurs moved just slow enough for him to keep up, and he didn’t have any breath left to speak with Zel as they walked. He could feel his shoes stretching apart beneath the soles of his feet, and the chill had seeped through his clothes. Wishing he still had the sunstone, he held tight to Zel until they managed to get a break from the wind behind the first clump of trees.

      From farther down the mountain, he could tell where all the water had fallen. A large swath of rock was now exposed, and anything growing along it had been scrubbed away by the torrential downpour. The centaurs stopped for a few moments to take in the destruction, their eyes on the wreckage below. Trees and rocks had been smashed apart into a slurry of devastation.

      “For what it’s worth, I hope your friends are okay,” Mike told Orion.

      The centaur grunted, then ordered the group onward.

      By the time they reached the valley, Mike’s legs felt like they had been stretched too far. His muscles were already sore and cramping, and his mind was drifting to the possibility of a hot bath once he got back. Naia would find a way to soothe his aches and pains.

      A sigh escaped his lips, which earned him a dirty look from the centaur nearest him. Now that the landscape had leveled out, the centaurs seemed a little more relaxed. They followed a river basin that had overflowed and washed out of its own banks before emerging into a giant prairie near the bottom of the valley. From here, Mike could now tell that the horses he had seen earlier were actually centaurs, spread across the valley floor. When the hunters grew near, several more came out to join them. These carried a combination of spears and halberds, all of which were pointed directly at Mike and Zel.

      “So this is the honor guard,” he muttered.

      Hooves were stamped and tails angrily flicked as Orion held a conversation with one of the newcomers just out of earshot. The only word that floated across the gap was “parley,” and it was clear the others were just as annoyed by its invocation. They walked across the long field to a set of oversize yurts. They were large enough for the centaurs to go inside, but Mike and the others were led past the yurts and into a thick grove of trees behind them, which marked the edge of the forest.

      The centaurs were silent as they marched them through the woods. There were several thick trails that led between the trees, easily wide enough for their horse bodies. He wondered if they were technically horse trails because the horse part walked them or if it was politically correct to call them centaur trails.

      He also wondered if the centaurs would stab the shit out of him once they got back to their village. Zel remained quiet, her hand tightly clasping his. She stumbled more than once, and he wondered if it was due to being nervous around her own kind. Ratu shifted about on occasion to avoid the end of a spear point. His escort wasn’t exactly being delicate about his transport.

      Inside the trees was a large clearing with a series of yurts that had been ornately decorated with astrological symbols. The largest yurt had an image of the sun on it, and from it emerged a massive centaur with a thick, woolly beard that just barely covered his massive pecs. He stood nearly three feet taller than Mike and wore an ornate crown woven from branches that had leaves sprouting from them. He carried a giant staff with a crescent moon on top made of some type of pale, white stone.

      “Why have you brought these humans to me?” the chieftain demanded.

      “They invoked parley.” Orion crossed his arms. “They know much of our laws, Grand Stallion.”

      The grand stallion walked close to Mike and stared down at him. Unsure whether to meet his gaze, he settled for sticking out his hand.

      “My name is Mike. Nice to meet you.”

      The grand stallion’s nostrils flared, and Mike fought the impulse to duck away. He half expected a blow to come from the man, so intense was his gaze. Other individuals came out of the smaller yurts, male and female centaurs dressed similarly but lacking staves of their own. He watched them from the corner of his vision, his eyes on the massive centaur before him.

      “Mike,” Zel whispered, tugging on his shirt. Mike didn’t look back at her, worried it would be rude enough to cause the grand stallion to have them executed or something similar. Centaurs seemed to be a rather proud group, as well as high-strung.

      “He is still armed,” the grand stallion said, pointing at Mike’s dagger. “You would bring an armed man to speak with me?”

      “A human with a knife is no match for a hunter,” Orion responded, shrugging. “And he barely looks coordinated enough to use it. If you’re worried about it, I can just take it away from him.”

      “Mike,” Zel whispered again, grabbing his arm hard enough that she pulled him off-balance. The centaurs around them took a sudden step back, spears and arrows all leveled in their direction. He turned around and would have jumped back himself if not for the fear of getting stabbed.

      Zel’s lower body was emitting steam, her face twisting in agony as she started to grow. Bones snapped and skin stretched as her legs split apart, then separated. Her skirt ripped down the back when she became too large for it, her horse body spilling out into the open. Loud gasps came from the centaurs, the clearing now filled with urgent murmuring. Zel let out a loud scream, a wave of heat blasting away from her body and ruffling his hair.

      The centaurs were stunned to see one of their own suddenly appear in their midst and had backed away. He could see the confusion on their faces, followed by something else.

      “Zelenia?” the chieftain spoke, his voice full of awe.

      She looked to Mike, then immediately cast her eyes to the ground, one hoof pawing at the dirt. Zel tensed her jaw and looked back up, defiance in her eyes.

      “Hello, Father.”
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        * * *

      

      Yuki was busy building a card castle in midair when Daisy appeared. The tiny fairy landed on top of the castle, then walked across the ridge, her arms outstretched for balance. Yuki continued stacking cards around her until the castle was complete.

      “Well?” she asked.

      Daisy signed with her hands.

      “Really? They survived all that only to be captured by the centaurs?” Yuki laughed so hard that her voice transformed into a loud bark. “That is too perfect. The centaurs will treat them no better than I would.”

      Daisy signed again.

      “Well, no, there’s no guarantee they will be killed right away. They hate humans though, and once they hear he’s Emily’s successor, he’s a dead man.” Yuki leaned back, stroking her chin. “I guess the question is, Do I wait and see if they do it for me? Or do I go down there and do it myself?” Her gaze settled on the trees before her. “Or do I step through for just a little bit and then check up on them? I would hate to spend another week just waiting to see what happens next.”

      Daisy’s hands moved through the air, leaving glittering contrails.

      “That isn’t a bad idea. Hmm.” The cards shimmered before her, and the castle dismantled itself, each card floating back into her hand until the deck was complete. “Yes, I suppose that would work, if you don’t mind. I will leave the Jabberwock to guard the portal and come back in a day’s time. Assuming everything goes well, then you will be coming with me.”

      Daisy smiled, her entire body lighting up.

      “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” Yuki held up a long finger, and the fairy landed on it. “I wouldn’t wish it on you again, but I’m glad you got stuck here with me.”

      The fairy did a little flourish, then turned into a ball of light. She pulsed three times.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m going.” A smile stretched across Yuki’s face, revealing her sharp teeth. After walking toward the trees, she stepped through the portal. It was suddenly dark, and she was surrounded by coats.

      What the hell? Pushing her way forward, she stumbled through a set of double doors and fell onto the hard wooden floor beneath. Confused, she looked back to see that she had just come through a wardrobe.

      Emily, you bitch. So that was how she had closed her side. Yuki had expected to step out into the backyard, not a hallway. She shut the door of the wardrobe and noticed a key in the lock. A smirk crossed her face as she turned it, then put it in her pocket. Even if that man escaped, now he was the one trapped over there.

      Standing, she adjusted her furs and snapped her fingers. Her outfit altered itself into a white-and-red sundress with three thick, fluffy tails stitched into the fabric on the back of the skirt. She walked toward the top of the stairs and placed one hand on the railing.

      “It’s good to be home,” she said. Taking a deep breath, she descended the stairs.
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      The railing was smooth to the touch as if it had been recently polished. Yuki felt a knot in the wood, her fingers caressing the fractured ridges. Closing her eyes, she took in the smell of the place. The rich scents of oil, sawdust, and water from the fountain out back filled her with a swirl of nostalgia, causing her to inhale again, only deeper this time.

      So many old odors and a few that were new. Behind them all was the faint, faded scents of sunflowers and rain.

      Emily. It was hard to think of her without love and hate at the same time. So many good times had been enjoyed in this house. Yet the taint of her eventual betrayal had left a dark shadow standing in the corner of those memories, ready to tear Yuki’s heart in two once more.

      The steps creaked under her feet, each sound a familiar friend welcoming her back. She only made it three steps down before Emily’s scent drifted her way once again. Her breath hitched, and she stopped.

      It was hard to do, but she turned around and went back up. The master bedroom was at the end of the hall, and she entered it quietly as if walking into a church service.

      Oddly, it was largely as she remembered it. Other than some clothes scattered across the floor, it was decorated the same as it had been. The furniture was exactly as she recalled except for an old rug lying in the corner.

      That man’s stench was everywhere, but beneath it was the scent of Emily. It grew stronger as she crossed the room, approaching the rug on the floor. When she lifted it up, she could tell the wood underneath had been badly damaged, and the scent told her why.

      Emily had died in this spot and rotted. Beneath the sweet scent of sunflowers and rain was the harsh scent of cloves and death. The room was a treasure trove of sensory information, but this spot was where her dear Emily had finally crossed over. She tossed the rug aside, contemplating the stained floor beneath.

      Silent for several seconds, Yuki fought back the grief and anger that welled up inside her. The memories in this room were suffocating, and she needed to leave before she forgot how to breathe. In a way, this had become Emily’s grave.

      She stuck her hand inside the neckline of her dress and pulled out a ring on a chain.

      “It was never supposed to be like this. You promised me forever and then broke my heart without ever telling me why.” It was all she could say, her skin rippling with patches of fur that rode across her arms like waves. Emily had made her so many promises, but this was one that, in the end, she hadn’t been able to keep.

      The memory of that first day without Emily had been burned into her mind forever. She had woken up in the tower, surprised to find that Emily had disappeared. Days had gone by without any sign of her, and Yuki, convinced the centaurs had taken her, had rained terror down on the herd. Lonely weeks wandering that tower had turned to months and then years. The portal through the trees had never opened once, and she had cried herself to sleep almost every night.

      Until the night Emily had come back for some of the magic locked away in the tower. That one night had turned all her grief to rage, and the two of them had fought for hours. Emily had grown powerful during their time apart, and Yuki had ended up losing her eye. She would never forget that final defining moment in their relationship, the kitsune knocked flat on the ground and bleeding all over the cold tower floor. Emily had stood just outside of a portal that had appeared in the tower, clutching a glowing emerald in her hand.

      “I wish I could forget you,” Emily had said, her face twisted into a sneer, then stepped through the portal. Yuki had cried in agony, watching the portal slowly shrink away to nothing and then vanish. It was the day her heart had been forever broken and she’d realized even true love could be corrupted by magic. Humans were too weak to be gifted with the house and its occupants, destined forever to pursue the power within.

      On that day, Yuki had pulled the silver ring off her finger, keeping it only as a reminder of how cruel love could be, pledging to kill the next Caretaker she saw on sight. She could never allow another human to become corrupt inside her sanctuary, threatening those she loved.

      She lowered the chain onto the floor, letting it form a spiral on the ground. The ring was last, lying on top of it like the cherry on a cupcake. She had worn that chain every day around her neck, never daring to put it back on her finger. Forgiveness would never come, and while Emily had wanted to forget the whole thing had ever happened, Yuki simply could not.

      She stood and walked out of the room, leaving the ring behind. The scent clung to her skin, Emily’s shadow walking beside her when she left. It would probably always be a part of her, a painful memory to contemplate at night. She continued down the hall, past the stairs, and to her old room, then quietly pushed open the door.

      This one had changed a bit. Someone had moved in recently, someone who smelled of lilacs and—she sniffed again—sulfur, apparently. The bed was a mess, and a blanket had been tossed over the mirror on the armoire. Yuki removed it, then spotted in the mirror’s reflection the dark briefcase under the bed.

      She knelt to pull out the briefcase and was about to open it when she saw that the closet was ajar. It was an ordinary closet for now, but she couldn’t help but close it and then twist the knob through a series of patterns. When she opened it again, she was looking into the dark cavern within.

      Just like that, a memory jumped from the shadows to claim her. Its grip was surprisingly strong. She tried to fight it, but it ran like a flood through her mind, and she let it flow freely.

      “The house is full of surprises, isn’t it?” Emily said, holding up a flashlight and clicking it on. It was now forty years ago, and they were standing in the same room. Yuki sniffed the air and caught a whiff of water and dust somewhere deep in the depths of the cavern.

      “How did you find this?” Yuki asked, summoning a ghostly sphere made of fox fire to hover in front of them. It wandered ahead ten feet and then stopped, waiting for them to catch up.

      The Caretaker rolled her eyes. “Jenny got loose again, and I caught her trying to run down here. I convinced her to tell me how to get in in exchange for a second chance.”

      Yuki snorted. “Don’t you mean a ninth or tenth chance?”

      “Yeah, well…” She took a few steps forward. “I figured it would be fun to explore something new with you. What do you say?” Emily held up her hand.

      Yuki grinned and took Emily’s hand in her own.

      They jogged through the cave together. Yuki’s senses were sharp enough that she didn’t worry about coming across any surprises, and she knew Emily was well equipped to tackle almost any problem that came their way. Back in the house, it was a frozen afternoon in the dead of winter. Tink and the fairies were huddled up by the fireplace making s’mores with one another. Tink had handed out chopsticks they had gotten from their Chinese food delivery, for the fairies to use. Each one of them took turns flying close to the fire to toast her marshmallow while Tink drank a mug of hot cocoa.

      Yuki had never been certain what to think of the little goblin. Her speech was vulgar, yet she had a brilliant mind. Emily treated Tink with an immense amount of respect but always stopped short of explaining why.

      “Oh, wow!” Emily stared in amazement at the giant subterranean space that unfolded before them. Large crystalline stalactites hung above an ancient complex below. Luminescent moss revealed that the structure was a giant maze.

      “Indeed.” Yuki sniffed the air. There were no immediate signs of danger, but she didn’t want a repeat of the troll incident. Winking at Emily, she held out her elbow. “If I may escort you?”

      “You may.” Emily linked her arm through Yuki’s, and they walked the long, winding path together. So close to Emily, Yuki was overwhelmed by not only her scent but her magic. It crept across Yuki’s body like the warmth of a sunbeam, igniting a different sort of fire within. As Yuki understood it, Emily’s exposure to Naia over the years had slowly converted her innate magical talents to be extremely similar. Emily seldom traveled these days, but when she did, men and women couldn’t help but stare at her in wonderment.

      Lately, Yuki was having the same problem.

      They reached the bottom, and Yuki looked back up the hillside they had just come down. “You could build stairs to get back up if you wanted.”

      “Sounds like a lot of work. Oh, wow, look at that!” Emily pointed at a large reflecting pool that was near a set of doors that led into the Labyrinth. When they got close, Emily was already stripping off her shirt, her exposed breasts defying gravity and bouncing upward once freed of their confines.

      “Fancy a dip?” She looked back at the fox, her hands on the hips of her jeans.

      Yuki swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. She couldn’t take her eyes off Emily’s golden areolae. It was the first time she had seen the Caretaker’s bare breasts and was surprised to notice they glittered in the light of the cave above.

      “You okay?” Emily asked, concern on her face. She walked closer to Yuki, her prominent nipples waving back and forth like fishermen’s lures.

      Yuki was old enough to have been with both men and women sexually, but this was different. The nymph magic running through Emily’s blood was polarizing, and Yuki wondered what she would risk if she were to act on the sudden hot feelings running through her hips and along her tails.

      “Earth to Yuki.” Emily waved a hand in front of Yuki’s face. This made her breasts wobble even more.

      “Um, I’m good.” Yuki shook her head, chasing away the thoughts that had been racing through her mind. Casting her eyes down at the reflecting pool, she grabbed Emily before she could jump in. “Don’t go in there.”

      “Why not? Is there a shark?”

      “Ha, ha, very funny.” Yuki cleared her throat, trying once more to forget that shark movie Emily had taken her to see at the discount cinema. She was able to pass for an ordinary human so would go into town with Emily for rare meals and movies.

      Emily thought it was a funny joke, but in reality, Yuki was now terrified of swimming in the ocean as a result.

      Not that I couldn’t fuck up a shark, she thought to herself. Well, once she grew her third tail, anyway. With each tail, she was able to master another domain of magic, and in a couple of decades, she planned to learn some powerful water magic. Sharks couldn’t bite her if she controlled the medium they swam in, and Emily had already mentioned how useful it would be if she knew someone who could breathe underwater.

      That, and being able to summon rain and then freeze it would make her ice magic far more powerful.

      “It’s a portal,” Yuki told her, kneeling at the edge. To the kitsune, the outline of the reflecting pool glowed intensely. It was the same glow that illuminated the trees Emily walked through, the ones that allowed her to traverse entire continents. Yuki had been fascinated by the process when she had first been brought here, stepping through a glowing portal to be greeted by the cool, clean air of Emily’s backyard. Since then, they had traveled many places, places where Emily had planted her magical trees so she could walk across the globe.

      “Can you see where it goes?” When Emily bent over the pool, Yuki’s eyes flicked to the sway of Emily’s reflection’s pendulous breasts. Yuki burned that image deep into her mind, fighting the urge to lick her lips.

      “Not really.” She hovered her hand over the water and interpreted the shifting magical currents beneath her. “It activates once you are inside, but I can’t tell where it—”

      Emily wrapped her hands around Yuki’s waist and pushed, both of them falling into the pool. The world twisted around them, and they burst through a door, spilling across the wooden floor. Yuki stood and growled, her body more fox than human. She shook off the water, her fur puffing up in response.

      Emily, however, was laughing. It was the tinkling of bells, the singing of birds; it was a sound that resonated deep inside Yuki’s heart, calling forth memories of her own childhood chasing butterflies through the forest with her littermates.

      “Why did you do that?” Yuki demanded. “You had no idea where that portal went!”

      Emily grinned. “It didn’t matter where it took us. I had you by my side.”

      Yuki felt a rush of heat in her face, and she opened her mouth but didn’t know how to respond.

      “Fucking stinky fox,” a voice grumbled from behind her. When Yuki turned, she saw a miserable-looking Tink standing in the living room, her sweater covered in the water Yuki had shed. Tink gazed mournfully at a cup of hot cocoa with a couple of fox hairs floating on the surface.

      Emily covered her mouth with one hand, stifling a laugh.

      “Oh, Tink, we’re so sorry,” she said, kneeling to placate the goblin.

      Tink leaned back to avoid getting hit in the face with a boob. “Emily put Tink’s eye out with these things.” She flicked one of Emily’s nipples impatiently, which put a halt to the human’s laughter. “Why fall out of closet full of water?”

      “C’mon, Tink, I have another sweater I can loan you. Guess I’ll have to go back for my shirt later.” She turned around and held her hand out to Yuki. “You coming? You probably need a change of clothes too.”

      Yuki had calmed down, her red fur sinking back into her flesh. After pulling her wet hair back into a ponytail, she nodded and took Emily’s hand, letting her take her upstairs.

      “Who are you?” The memory popped like a bubble, and Yuki was back in the present, staring absently into the cave. A blue light floated in front of her, and her outstretched hand now held on to nothing. It hovered over the entrance to the cave, and she hastily closed the door before addressing the ball of light.

      “Cerulea?” Yuki squinted, her eye focusing on the tiny blue fairy. “Is that really you?”

      “Yep!” Cerulea did a twirl in the air, sending magical sparks in every direction. “You’re a good guesser!”

      “Cerulea, it’s me, Yuki.” She held up her hand, and the tiny fairy landed on it, her plump bottom pressing against Yuki’s finger.

      “Hmm.” The fairy tilted her head from side to side. “Doesn’t ring any bells.”

      Yuki shrugged it off. “Where are the others?”

      “The others? Oh, they’re all over the place. Carmina and Olivia are out front watching the sand man with Abella, and Tink is with the rats. Sofia brought some books for Beth to read, but she’s in the greenhouse with Asterion.” For whatever reason, Cerulea giggled after saying this last part. “Oh, and Mike is in the wardrobe with Ratu and Zel.”

      “Oh.” She didn’t recognize a few of the names, but now she knew who the new Caretaker was. Had been. “Who is the sand man?”

      “He’s one of the mean ones. Those guys want to come in the house and—” The fairy stared into space for a few seconds. “And do something bad. I’m not entirely sure what. One of them made a storm that almost broke the house!”

      “I bet they did.” It sounded like Mike was already doing a phenomenal job of fucking up. “But you don’t need to worry anymore. I’ll take care of the mean people for you.”

      “Yay!” Cerulea took off and flew away. Yuki was grateful Daisy was far more intelligent than her sisters and a much better listener. She closed the closet door. After leaving her room behind, she was back in the hallway and at the top of stairs.

      Why was it so hard, coming home? Her foot hovered over that first step again, and she paused. What if the others rejected her? She had no idea what Emily had told them, but she doubted it had been anything good. Ever since that fateful day Emily had left her behind in the tower, she had wondered many things, but this was the one that bothered her the most.

      Why hadn’t anybody come to look for her?

      She moved slowly down the stairs, taking in the recent renovations. Apparently there was a new floor, and she fought the urge to go explore it. She could mess with that later once she had spoken with Naia. Naia would be able to tell her everything, and she was already bracing herself for answers she didn’t want to hear.

      The place smelled of water, fire, industrial cleaner, and oil. The front room looked like it had been recently repaired and redecorated. In the front window was a dollhouse that had seen better days. Through one of its windows, she could see Jenny contemplating the front yard. Yuki was surprised to see the doll out of the Vault and made a note to put her back. The last thing she needed was that little psychopath running around.

      The house was quiet where she stood, but she could hear Naia singing from the backyard. A chill ran down her spine at the sound of Naia’s voice. The two of them had been fast friends, and she fought the urge to run. Would Naia even recognize her? She looked different now, especially after her third tail had grown while she’d been gone.

      She moved forward, stopping just before the hallway. There was a large, blank spot along the wall perfect for a grandfather clock, and she wondered if the mimic was hiding somewhere else in the house.

      Every step she took toward the back door was another step back in time. She had dreamed of this moment for so long but had no idea what form it would take. She pushed open the back door and stepped outside. The sky was cloudless and blue, just as it had been the day Emily had brought her here for the first time.

      The memory of her first day in the house, which she was now reliving, was intense. She could feel each of her tails twitching nervously behind her with every step across the cobblestone path just outside the back door.

      A stone statue sitting on the edge of the fountain looked up at her with a smile, then took to the sky. Along the back gate, a goblin could be seen examining the large padlock holding it shut, prodding at the lock with a series of picks.

      Over the fountain, a flurry of glittering lights danced with the birds. Each light was a different color that emitted its own sound, and the red light broke off from the pack to hover in front of Yuki.

      “You’re red like me!” The light burst into a tiny woman with dragonfly wings. “Ooh, and your ears are so pretty.”

      “Um…yeah.” Yuki blushed as the other fairies hovered in front of her, each one taking turns touching her ears. Each tap of a fairy hand sent shivers down her spine, her ears extremely sensitive.

      “Off. Off with you.” Emily waved a hand through the cloud of fairies, and they scattered with a series of giggles. “Leave her alone. Let her get settled. They’re a little excited; it’s been a while since they met someone new.”

      “Uh-huh.” Yuki looked over her shoulder, still half expecting a trap to be sprung.

      “This is Naia.” Emily took her to the large fountain in the back, a wide smile on her face. “She’s kind of the heart and soul of the house and a good person to talk to if you have any questions.”

      From the water, a figure emerged, fat droplets running down her skin and splashing into the water beneath. Her features solidified when she moved across the fountain, dancing quietly along the surface until she appeared to be a normal human, albeit one of the most beautiful ones Yuki had ever seen.

      She approached the nymph carefully, her hands tucked away in her jacket. Naia’s curly hair was a mixture of green and blue, and once she saw Yuki and Emily, she sat cross-legged on a stool made of water. Tiny birds circled her, singing their songs while landing in the fountain for a quick drink or a bath. The fairies had left for parts unknown.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Yuki.” Naia gave the fox a wink. “We’re all so excited to have you here.”

      “We truly are.” Emily took Yuki by the hand. “This place is your home now, for as long as you want it to be. Don’t be afraid to ask for anything if you need it.”

      Looking back and forth between Emily and Naia, Yuki now realized where Emily’s magic came from. The woman had persistently hunted her down and convinced her to flee her homeland, and she had half expected to be led into a trap by a witch. Even if it had been a trap, her situation could only improve, but so far everything was as Emily had claimed. The other creatures she had met on her way through the house had all seemed so happy.

      Happy. A word that had eluded her for quite some time now.

      The past faded away, and she was back in the present, staring at the same fountain she had spent countless days and nights by. The nymph had been her confidante, her accomplice, her best friend. She wondered how Naia would react upon seeing her again, wondered if she would have the answers Yuki needed to help her move on, to let go of the past.

      The nymph was contemplating some flowers that had been moved close to the fountain, her fingers caressing an unopened bud.

      Yuki cleared her throat.

      “Oh!” Naia jumped, her breasts bouncing beneath her gown. She turned to see who was there, the water of the fountain swirling protectively around her like a cloak. Her mouth became a partial frown. “Who are you?”

      “It’s me, Naia. Yuki. Don’t you remember?” She stepped closer to the fountain and pointed at her ears. “I might look a little different, but the ears never change, right? My hair used to be a lot darker, but I’m still me. How have you been?”

      Naia’s face twisted up as she became deep in thought. “No, I’m afraid we’ve never met.”

      Yuki laughed. “Is this supposed to be a joke? Yeah, I know my hair is different, but c’mon. I came to live here in the eighties. Tink used to play us movies on that old projector. We watched Star Wars on that wall over there.” She pointed to the blank spot next to the door of the garage.

      “Um…” Naia shook her head. “No, sorry.”

      “I know you have Emily’s memories. Just take a look.”

      Naia’s eyes flashed several times, but she shook her head. “I’m not sure how you know about that, but there’s nothing in there about you. Wait, have you met Mike? Once he sees you, I’ll be able to remember.”

      Yuki snorted. “Yes, I met Mike. The geas shouldn’t be blocking any of my memories.”

      “You’ve met him? Where?”

      “Really? I’ve been locked away for decades and all you can ask about is that…is that man?” The chill in her belly extended up through her breasts and radiated along her arms. Was she really so easy to forget? The surrounding temperature dropped rapidly, and she pointed a clawed finger at Naia. “What about me? Did you ever even ask Emily about me, about where I went?”

      “I have no idea who you are.” Naia looked apologetic. “I can’t go back in time and ask a woman who’s never met you where you went.”

      “It’s me, Yuki!” A blast of frigid air caused frost to creep up the windows of the home. “You used to call me your little fox, you cleaned brambles out of my fur the time the Mandragora and I got into a fight over a steak I had been saving in the fridge, you showed me how to swim properly, and sometimes we would…” She couldn’t bear to say it aloud. A tear formed in Yuki’s eye and slid free, freezing to her cheek. “How can you not remember me?”

      “Settle down. There are lots of reasons not to remember. This is a magic house, after all. If you just wait, I bet Mike can help you.”

      “He can’t help anybody!” When she swung her arm, rays of frost struck the ground, causing ice to climb up the edge of the fountain. “He’s not the Caretaker anymore. I am! The position is mine by right.” Naia could argue about magical homes all she wanted, but Yuki knew the truth.

      Emily had used magic to erase Yuki. The thought made Yuki growl, and the wind swirled around her, flurries appearing along with it.

      “Look, Yuki, you need to calm down.” The glyphs along Naia’s rib cage glowed ominously, and the pressure outside dropped. “There can only be one Caretaker, and it isn’t you. Where is Mike?”

      “The centaurs have him.”

      “What centaurs?”

      “The ones who live in the wardrobe.” Ice crystals formed on the cobblestones, creeping up the side of the house now. It occurred to Yuki that the Mandragora’s vines were no longer there. Likely they had died before he could figure out how to care for it. “They’ve probably killed him by now if he’s lucky.”

      Naia’s eyes flashed, the water now swirling around her and blasting the frosty air with steam. “Why are you so angry with him? Yes, Mike has screwed up more than once, but I doubt he’s done anything to you that can’t be undone.” She tilted her head to one side as if listening to a distant sound. “He’s still alive, by the way.”

      “Not for long.” Yuki held up the key to the wardrobe, causing Naia’s eyes to widen. She was tempted to bend it, maybe snap it in half, but remembered she needed to go back for Daisy. Instead, she made it vanish with the flick of her wrist. “This house doesn’t need him. It needs someone who can protect it. You’ll see.”

      “Mike is the Caretaker here. That will not change.” Naia’s voice was suddenly dangerous. “Give me back that key, Yuki.”

      Yuki raised a finger, ready to blast Naia and freeze her fountain. She knew better than anyone just how dangerous the nymph could be. But when her sleeve slid up to reveal that the backs of her hands and wrists were now covered in soft white fur, she let out a heavy sigh. She was losing her temper already and was about to make a huge mistake. This wasn’t Naia’s fault, after all.

      It was Emily’s.

      “I don’t have time to wait for you to remember, to know I’m right.” Yuki loosened the straps of her eye patch. “But when I do, I promise I’ll come back and fix this.”

      She took off the eye patch, and Naia’s eyes went wide in terror. It was a face Yuki had seen many times, but this moment flooded her with guilt. Naia couldn’t know what was about to happen, but Yuki knew Naia was already feeling the impact, and her mouth opened in a silent scream.

      The effect was usually instantaneous, but it was different with Naia. In slow motion, a dark-gray color spread across her body, then sank into the water beneath her feet. Her outstretched arm solidified, her entire body freezing in place.

      The nymph had been turned to stone.

      “I’m so sorry,” Yuki said, slipping the eye patch back on. She stepped toward the statue and slid her fingers between the ones of Naia’s outstretched hand. “Once I get everything here figured out, I can undo it. You will remember me.”

      She felt the ground shake behind her, the air filled with the sound of thousands of pounds of stone colliding with the earth. Grabbed from behind, she was hurled backward toward the house so hard that the back door ripped free of its hinges and she tumbled down the hall.

      Abella stomped toward her, murder in her eyes.

      “Why did you do that? Why did you kill her?” Abella scooped up one of the concrete planters with little effort, her biceps bulging.

      “I didn’t kill her. Just let me—” Yuki summoned a wall of ice, but the planter busted through, scattering ice shards down the hall. She summoned several walls behind her and stumbled to her feet at the sound of Abella crashing through them.

      “Abella, wait, listen!” She ran farther into the house, wincing at the sound of crackling wood. If she got into a fight with the gargoyle here, the house would be quickly demolished. But if she went outside, the gargoyle would have the advantage of the sky. Without the Jabberwock to help her, she’d have to rely on her wits to win.

      The house had to come first.

      Yuki sprinted past the stairs, where Tink and a large rat stood on the landing, openmouthed. The house shook when Abella shattered one of the ice walls, howling with fury. Yuki shoved her way out the front door, casting a wary eye at the porch swing. She wasn’t certain if Cecilia would help Abella but was relieved to see the banshee was absent.

      Yuki ran across the yard, summoning a storm of ice. The Gorgon’s eye wouldn’t work on the gargoyle, which meant she would actually have to fight her. She had tried to use it on the mysterious naga, but the smoke and steam had made it hard to spot the snake, and by the time she’d been ready to use it, the naga had hit the sunstone with a massive ball of fire.

      There were only seconds left before Abella caught up. The storm was too weak to provide Yuki with much cover, and she was still recovering from her fight with the naga. Several walls of ice formed between her and the front door before Abella stepped out. Yuki had already ducked behind one, tracing symbols in the ground. She didn’t want to hurt Abella, but she needed a plan to stop her.

      The heavy flapping of wings signaled that Abella had already gone airborne. Using a swirl of powder, Yuki dashed to another wall. A thin layer of snow was beginning to form, and she commanded her dress to shift back to the white furs she had worn before. Huddled behind another ice wall, she traced more sigils into the ground.

      When Abella slammed into a nearby wall, it exploded hard enough that a giant chunk struck Yuki’s own wall and cracked it.

      C’mon, c’mon. Yuki finished her sigil, then looked up. Abella was looking around, but Yuki knew for a fact that she was listening, trying to narrow down the kitsune’s heartbeat. Luckily, the swirling ice was loud enough to muffle it, but it wouldn’t last long.

      A series of hand signs created a small crystalline stag. Yuki sent it running across the yard, its legs clicking loudly together, and Abella’s head immediately turned to track it.

      Abella chased it down, stomping on it once she caught up. It shattered like glass.

      Yuki ran to another wall, turned her attention toward the house, and directed the snow to build itself into a series of snowmen. It was a game she had played with Tink in the winter, and she commanded the four-feet-tall men to charge at Abella. They did, gaining in size as their bottoms rolled across the yard. Abella slapped them apart with her tail.

      “Where the fuck are you?” Abella yelled, then flew up again. The cloud of ice and snow that had formed over the house gobbled up the gargoyle.

      Fuck. She couldn’t see Abella and knew the gargoyle was circling, just waiting and listening for the time to strike. The snowmen had reassembled themselves and were wandering aimlessly, their icy limbs reaching for nothing. She debated using one of her tarot cards but couldn’t figure out what the best one would be.

      Occasionally a dark shadow would emerge from the clouds above and splatter one of her snowmen, then fly away. Getting ready to move again, she summoned a mirror image of herself at a different wall and commanded it to run toward the house. Abella descended from the sky and tore into the illusion, ripping a giant chunk out of the yard. Yuki left a clone of herself behind, then transformed into a fox to run to a better position.

      The clone made a break for the main road. With a powerful blast of her wings, Abella leaped across the yard and crashed through the image.

      “Fucking coward! Show yourself!” Abella shattered a low-lying ice wall with her tail, then leaped to the sky once more. Yuki was hiding beneath the frost-covered bushes near the edge of the yard, her heart pounding furiously in her chest.

      On the porch of the house, Tink had appeared with a club, followed by a handful of large rats and Sofia.

      Shit. She already knew whose side they would choose, and she didn’t want to hurt them.

      The storm she had created was now in full swing, the wind whipping up the freshly fallen snow, with visibility dropping to only a few feet. She could no longer see the house but could feel the runes she had traced in the yard. Using them to navigate, she traveled slowly over the ground until she was at the right spot. Using her paw, she finished the last rune.

      She could feel them all link together in her mind, ready to activate. She moved across the yard, summoning a clone made of ice.

      The clone stood in the middle of the symbols, casting a wary eye to the skies. Yuki let her fox form slide away, shooting down lines of magic in a circle around the area as she transitioned back into a human. Once she was ready, she let the wind die down just enough that the house was visible once more.

      And so was her clone.

      When Abella slammed into the clone, it shattered, causing her to crash into the ground. The runes on the ground sent blue beams of light into the sky that folded over, crisscrossing on top of Abella. Jagged shards of ice sprouted along the ground beneath the blue beams. When they met, there was a loud crash.

      The giant crystal in the middle of the yard stood nearly ten feet tall. Yuki walked toward it slowly, then placed her hand on the ice.

      Excess shards snapped free and fell to the ground. Abella was frozen in a crouched stance, her wings spread wide. Her stony muscles flexed, but she was sufficiently trapped.

      “Abella.” Yuki let out a sigh. “I’m so sorry about this. Naia’s okay. I just can’t have her getting in my way until she’s ready to listen. I need all of you to listen, but I can’t do that if—”

      An arrow shattered against the block of ice. Several others followed, bouncing off the cold, hard surface. On the porch, the rats had formed a line and were using small bows to launch a volley of arrows. Yuki swore and pressed herself against the ice.

      None of them knew her. She was in enemy territory, and she needed to make them see she wasn’t a threat, that she was the true Caretaker of this place. As long as they were loose, they would fight to undermine her at every opportunity, and she needed to make sure they were out of the way.

      A large rock bounced off the side of the ice, causing it to crack.

      A low growl formed in Yuki’s throat, and she took off her eye patch. Letting out a howl, she jumped around the block of ice and ran toward the front door. The Gorgon’s eye had a fifteen-foot range, and when she got near the porch, Yuki saw Sofia’s eye flash.

      Dropping her sword, Sofia grabbed Tink and a rat with a crown on his head and threw them through the front door, then closed it.

      “Run!” she cried, turning around to grab her sword. The rats by her feet were already turning to stone by the time the eye’s magic swept across her, but she had closed her eye.

      Cursing, Yuki drew the Two of Swords and used it to summon a pair of blades.

      “Move, Sofia.” Yuki stepped quietly up the stairs, a blade in each hand. The cyclops was a formidable foe, but Yuki just needed her to open that eye for a second. They clashed, Sofia deftly slapping away the assault of both blades yet keeping herself between Yuki and the door. Yuki continued the assault, but Sofia’s precognition made it impossible to disarm her. However, being blind meant her offensive skills were nearly nonexistent. In a fair fight, Yuki wouldn’t dream of taking up a sword against the cyclops.

      This was never meant to be a fair fight. Yuki whirled about, striking as quick as she could. Sofia casually knocked most of her attacks to the side and moved away from the rest while keeping her presence near the front door.

      “Did the society send you?” Sofia blocked a slash that would have sliced open her forearm, then brought her sword down hard enough that Yuki almost dropped her own blade.

      “No. My name is Yuki. I lived here with you and the others.” She tried to stab Sofia in the foot, but she stepped aside. Yuki’s sword got stuck in the wood, and the cyclops brought down her foot onto the flat, causing the metal to snap.

      “And you think this is the way to move back in?” Sofia slapped aside Yuki’s next assault. The kitsune could see the flash of light from beneath her eyelid.

      “I’m not just moving in.” Yuki took a step back and summoned a sphere of frost. She hit Sofia in the chest with it, the force of the impact knocking the breath out of her. Ice crystals formed along her arms and legs, and Sofia dropped her sword. “I’m the new owner.”

      “How did you…” Sofia shivered, her words trailing off. Yuki dropped the sword and placed her palm on Sofia’s forehead.

      Using her thumb, she pried open Sofia’s eye. Shock registered on the cyclops’s face, her pupil dilating as the Gorgon’s eye turned her to stone.

      “You’ll understand someday. Everybody will.” Once she had everything under control, she could unfreeze them one at a time and explain everything she knew. Once they heard, they would see things her way.

      Stepping around Sofia, Yuki pushed into the house. She heard a door slam upstairs. Her head was pounding now, so she put her eye patch back on. She could handle the goblin without it. The tarot cards slid into her hands, and she fanned them out, walking up the stairs slowly.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” she whispered to herself. At least, she hoped it would.
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        * * *

      

      A pair of centaurs pushed aside the flaps of a yurt and hurled Mike inside, his arms and legs splaying out along the hard ground when he landed. He had curled up at the last second to avoid crushing Ratu, and she had squirmed around to get out of the way. Having landed hard, his breath was knocked from him.

      Lying on the floor, he listened to the sound of his own pathetic wheezing and struggled to stand.

      Orion stormed in shortly after only to be grabbed and dragged back out by a pair of guards. Mike lay perfectly still, hoping to avoid further scrutiny of any sort, and the expletives he heard from the hunter outside told him he was lucky they had pulled Orion out.

      Zel’s transformation had triggered a storm of shouting that had deafened him. Based on what he could make out, Zel’s return to the tribe was proof of some betrayal or a challenge against the grand stallion. Even worse, it was also somehow an affront to the gods for whatever reason. Zel’s father had eventually joined in, shouting in her face.

      Mike had gotten between the two of them only to be knocked aside by a roan-colored centaur with a spear. Several of them had taken kicks at Mike, and that was when the guards had grabbed him and hauled him to this place.

      The shouting outside was loud, and he occasionally heard Zel’s voice among the din.

      She’s got a lot of explaining to do, he thought to himself. Wincing, he rolled onto his belly and waited for his breath to return.

      He finally sat up, a sharp pain in his left shoulder keeping him from putting any weight on that arm. Watching the entry flap, he let out a sigh of relief when nobody came through it to beat him up some more.

      Looking around, he saw that the yurt was scarcely decorated, with a large bed of leaves and grass in one corner. It smelled faintly like a barn, and he noticed a pair of buckets along the back wall behind a hanging curtain. Moving toward them, he caught the faint odor of piss and then saw that one of the buckets had a dry, lonely horse turd in the bottom.

      “Gross.” Further surveillance of the room told him nothing else. Either the centaurs lived boring lives in their yurts, or he was in some sort of holding cell.

      Ratu squirmed, her body wrapping around his waist and squeezing. He put a reassuring hand on her through the thin fabric.

      “It’ll be okay,” he said, keeping his voice low. “We’re safe for now.”

      She squeezed again, then her head popped free of the bottom of Mike’s shirt, Ratu surveying the room.

      “Stay inside or else they’ll see you.” He turned away from the entry flap and walked until he was toward the back of the yurt. Serpentine coils circling his body, Ratu changed positions until she was wrapped around his torso.

      She shifted inside his shirt, her coils elongating. Small hands wrapped around his waist, and a pair of legs sprouted from beneath his shirt, dangling over the ground. Her weight increased, and he tightened his abs to keep from tipping forward. Ratu’s transformation suddenly stopped when her feet hit the floor, and he lifted his shirt off her head to reveal she had transformed into a child.

      “What—” he said, but she stood on her tiptoes and covered his mouth with her hand.

      Satisfied he would be quiet, she began intricate movements with her fingers. She looked younger than she had when they were in Baba Yaga’s trap, her long hair hanging to her waist. The dragon on her kimono looked younger as well, flying in circles across her torso as a golden bubble expanded outward from Ratu and Mike and molded itself to the interior wall of the yurt.

      “That will keep them from hearing us,” she said. Despite her youth, she had her adult voice still. “Turn around and face the door.”

      He obeyed and heard a rustling behind him.

      “Okay, good. Now if they walk in, they won’t see me.”

      “Is that why you’re a little girl?”

      “Partially.” He felt her hands go up the back of his shirt. “That, and I’m hoping they won’t trample a little kid when they see one.” Her hands moved around to his belly and slid beneath his shirt.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, trying not to laugh when she hit a ticklish spot.

      “Stealing your body heat.” The moment she said it, a chill went through him. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, and his tongue went strangely numb.

      “Isn’t that what you’ve been doing for the last couple of hours?”

      “No. I’ve been sleeping.” One hand pinched his side playfully. Her fingers were like ice. “I’m ashamed to admit it, but I got my ass beat. If you hadn’t dropped the sunstone, I wouldn’t have gotten away.”

      “What happened?”

      “It wasn’t a fair fight. The mountaintop was covered in ice and snow, so she had a huge advantage. I think the best comparison is like trying to light a match in a storm. It was an uphill fight, and I thought I was doing okay until that damn abomination showed up.”

      “The dragon?”

      “Pah, hardly. If it had been a dragon, you would know it. It was some type of creature stitched together with earth magic, a thing of teeth and scales and hair. Technically it isn’t even alive, but that doesn’t matter. It knocked me down, and I had to set fire to pretty much everything to chase it off. That’s when she found me in all the smoke, and I knew I had to escape. I spotted the stone glowing behind her in the snow, so I gave it a boost.” Ratu sighed. “You’re so warm.”

      “Not really.” In fact, his toes were slowly going numb. “Who was that on the cliff? Zel called her the snow queen.”

      “Cute name. I imagine that’s what the centaurs call her. No, she’s a kitsune, a fox demon. She told me her name was Yuki. Kitsune and naga are a lot alike. We are both shapeshifters capable of tremendous magic, but kitsune tend to be loners, whereas naga prefer the company of others.”

      “Oh. Any idea on why she tried to kill me?”

      “We didn’t have an in-depth conversation about it. Anyway, I remember falling and then hearing your voice. You saved me once again and kept me alive until I woke up. By then, the centaurs had us, and now we need to figure out how to get out of this mess.”

      “That would be nice.” His teeth chattered. “So why are you stealing my body heat?”

      “I’m replenishing my magic. I can think of another way that’s more fun, but I don’t think now is the time or place.”

      Mike nodded. The centaurs were upset enough as it was; he couldn’t imagine their reaction to discovering he had a magical fuck buddy. “Are you almost done? I’m freezing.”

      “Almost.” His fingers tingled, and she let out a sigh. “There. I think that’ll work.”

      “You can get magic from my body heat?”

      “Hmm? Not really, no.” Her hands moved to his back, and she leaned against him. “Your body heat was nice, but I needed something for your magic to hitch a ride on, to absorb it. Magic requires symbolism with logic, a lesson most students learn eventually. By allowing me to take your body heat, you made it possible for me to initiate an exchange of magic.”

      “Wait, say that last part again?”

      “You heard me. An exchange. You have magic, and I just took some of it. Or depleted it would be a better term. Your magic isn’t like mine, so it isn’t a one-to-one conversion, which is a shame.”

      “But what if I need it?”

      She chuckled. “Are you planning to fuck your way out of here?”

      Mike frowned. So far, that was the one trick up his sleeve, and he knew she had a point. “No. Not without plenty of water and maybe a granola bar.”

      “Very funny. Right now, your magic is tied to sensuality and sexual contact. Unless you are planning to seduce an entire centaur tribe, I think I can make better use of it.” Her hands became extremely warm, sending pulses of heat through his limbs. “Does that feel better?”

      He could feel his toes again. “Much. So what now?”

      “I’m afraid we wait. We need to know what we are dealing with.”

      “What if they just come in here to execute me or something?”

      A hiss came from behind him. “Then I’ll turn them to ash. They don’t know I’m here, so we will have the element of surprise.”

      He really hoped it didn’t come to a fight. It felt like this was a giant misunderstanding that could be solved with a little bit of diplomacy and a desire to hear him out before stabbing him with their spears.

      He checked his phone. He didn’t have service, but he did have his alarm set. Frowning, he turned off the screen. If he didn’t get out of the centaur camp by nightfall, he wouldn’t make it back in time to turn the sundial, and then he would have the society to deal with.

      When would it end? He was exhausted, and the appearance of Yuki the snow bitch had further complicated things. Who was she, and why had she tried to kill him? Usually he got a few moments to aggravate someone before they tried to off him.

      He paced in the back, Ratu staying by his side the whole time. An hour passed while they brainstormed. Ratu debated the merits of smoking out the camp or transforming into a large serpent and scaring the centaurs. She examined his two remaining vials, the one for hiding and the acidic one for escaping. He had given Zel the worst-case scenario vial and was surprised she hadn’t used it.

      Then again, only she knew what it did. She must have had a good reason to tuck it away for later.

      Two hours passed, and the daylight coming through the yurt dimmed. Mike was growing anxious, checking the time left on his phone. He had tried to look out the flap more than once, but a pair of horse butts had greeted him each time. The centaurs guarding him had turned just enough to aim threatening kicks his way, and he’d decided to quit looking.

      Ratu gave up shadowing him and found an inconspicuous part of the yurt to hide in. Crouched, she was hard to spot and spent time drawing symbols in the dirt. Thinking it was an attempt at a plan, Mike had approached, expecting a rough drawing of the camp and some sort of strategy.

      Nope. She had drawn a chibi-style rendition of Asterion having a picnic with Beth.

      “Really?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “It’s not like I have anything better to do.”

      He groaned inwardly. Frustrated, he walked across the yurt and kicked one of the buckets. It bounced off the back wall and clattered to a halt.

      Eventually the flaps of the yurt opened. Ratu vanished with a faint pop, her serpentine form slithering beneath the leaves and grass on the floor. In walked Zel, her face a mask of misery. She was followed by a female centaur with dark skin, and thick braids along her back.

      “I’m so sorry about all this,” Zel said, but Mike held up a hand to silence her.

      “I don’t need apologies. I need answers. How fucked are we?”

      The centaur with Zel grimaced at his language but said nothing. He noticed she carried a sword across her waist.

      “Very. I invoked parley to keep us alive long enough to get away, but a chance didn’t come up, and now we’re stuck here.”

      “Clearly. And isn’t parley some kind of fancy pirate speak? Why are centaurs invoking it?”

      Zel rolled her eyes. “The herd loves their rules. You have to understand that centaurs hold honor and tradition above all else. That being said, it isn’t uncommon for them to find fun new traditions to absorb and observe until the end of time—the more formal, the better. Parley came about during the last great purge in the 1800s or so.”

      “The purge?”

      She nodded. “Centaur history is a mess, but the reason there aren’t centaurs on Earth is because they were either killed by humans or they went somewhere else, like here. We called this period of history the purge because it was either stay and die or run. The different tribes kept warring for leadership as we migrated together. Parley is something we picked up from the French. Or maybe the British; I’m not sure. But the herd put it in place so tribes could approach each other without fear of death.”

      “Sounds vicious.”

      “The centaurs of old were very uptight. My people are considered liberal in their ways by comparison.”

      “They were going to kill us.”

      “They still might.” She cast a nervous look at the centaur next to her. “How’s your stomach, by the way? Still all twisted up?”

      He could tell she was asking about Ratu. “Oh, it’s fine. So explain to me why there’s a centaur tribe in my wardrobe.”

      “Ah, that. That was a surprise to me as well.” She moved toward the side of the yurt and sat, her legs folding beneath her. The other centaur remained standing, her hand laid across the hilt of her sword. “This place is a pocket dimension. When the herd was migrating, we were offered a chance to come here and be the protectors of this place. As long as we kept intruders out, we could live here in relative peace.”

      “And who offered you guys that?”

      “That’s…an interesting story. Nobody can remember him. Or her. It was many generations ago, but a bargain was struck. This place is actually an island. If you sail away, you end up on the other side of the island, almost as if we are on a tiny planet.”

      Mike nodded. “The architect, maybe?”

      “Or an early Caretaker. Hard to say. Anyway, Emily came here many years ago, before I was born. My people fought with her, but she kept sneaking in and out with the help of the snow queen.”

      “Why did she keep coming here?”

      “The tower. It was here before we were and is supposed to hold dangerous magic. That’s why we were appointed as guardians of this place, to keep intruders from going to the tower.”

      He remembered his brief glance at the impressive structure, and something niggled at the back of his mind in thinking about it. “So you used the wardrobe to get to Earth?”

      “No. When I snuck to Earth those years ago, I did not emerge from a wardrobe but from a magical tree in the backyard of your house. It was difficult, but my aunt figured out how to do the magic that Emily did. The snow queen got trapped here many years ago, but now I think Emily chopped down that tree after we found a way to pass through it.”

      “She made it into the wardrobe.” Interesting. “But why not burn it down entirely and lock her here forever?”

      Zel shrugged. “I don’t have that answer for you. All I know was that when I stepped through the wardrobe, one of my worst fears had been realized, and I got caught up in my own disbelief. If I had just pushed you back through, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      “So tell me about this mess.”

      “Well, here’s the short version. When I disappeared, it was assumed that Emily took me from the herd. That was the story my aunt encouraged when she returned, but they saw through her lie. Now that we’re back, Orion has demanded we follow through with our prearranged marriage.”

      “That dick was your fiancé?”

      Her face reddened. “He didn’t recognize me. My father took his father’s place as grand stallion when he passed away. Now he wants me back so he can solidify power prior to my own father’s passing and lead the herd.”

      “Tell him no.”

      “Well, that’s where things get complicated.”

      “They’re already complicated, Zel.”

      “Yes, they are. I informed them you had a claim to me that exceeds Orion’s. They…didn’t like hearing that.”

      “A claim? Did you tell them we’re married or something?”

      She blushed. “No. If I had said that, we would have both been executed. I told them I swore a debt to you to protect your home, which lies outside of this realm. I told them all about the society and your battles with them and also about that time you saved me from the Mandragora.”

      “Ah, yes. That time I saved your life.” He had no idea what lies she had told and wasn’t about to embellish details in front of her security detail so blindly agreed. “You didn’t share house secrets with your people, right?”

      “Of course not. Centaur honor would frown highly on that.”

      “I’m sure. So what now?”

      “Orion has demanded a trial.”

      “What have I been accused of?”

      “Not a human trial, a centaur trial. Centaurs are a proud race, and we tend to settle our differences with a fight to the death or feats of strength and dexterity.”

      “And he didn’t choose fight to the death?”

      “Oh, he did. But after I told them about your battles with the society, he was talked out of it. Emily was a powerful foe capable of magic we’ve never seen, and the fear is that a death match would cause you to lash out at the herd during such a battle. Orion wasn’t happy with the decision but saw its wisdom.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, unless the feats involve shit like putting on pants and paying taxes, I’m guessing it won’t go well for me at all.” Naia’s magic had given his body more definition, but he wasn’t stronger as a result. Just leaner.

      “Well, and there’s the other problem. You see, if Orion wins, I am to be married to him right away. And when that occurs, I will be mated before the entire tribe. Then everyone will know how little…I care for him.” She glanced at the other centaur.

      “I see.” If Mike lost, Orion would discover Zel’s secret. He already knew what that meant. “So what do you suggest?”

      “The trials are similar to archaic tests of manhood. You will be asked to complete certain tasks, and then your performance will be compared to Orion’s. However, I know that with the right preparation, you could slither through these tasks with relative ease.”

      “Uh-huh.” Okay. She wanted Ratu to help him cheat. He had zero qualms about that. “And then what?”

      “Well, if you win, then I won’t have to marry Orion.”

      “And we can leave?”

      She looked at the ground, her hands fidgeting. “Not quite. The centaurs want you disposed of. Permanently.”

      “Then why bother making me go through these trials?”

      “Because technically you haven’t been granted parley yet. Orion’s challenge has to be dealt with first because my betrothal is at issue. Afterward, you must handle my father.”

      He sighed. He didn’t have time for this but kept that thought to himself. “So what will happen then?”

      “I don’t know.” Her eyes were misting up. “But that’s our best chance for survival.”

      He frowned. Captured by centaurs, forced to endure trials with an uptight hunter and then a meeting with the chieftain that would likely end with his death. He sat down on the grass floor and put his head in his hands.

      He felt trapped. The moment he had opened the door of the wardrobe, he had become buried beneath a slew of problems that had left him gasping for air. He didn’t know what he had done to deserve such a fate, and his inability to simply fix things left him feeling like an absolute failure.

      No. Everything bad that had happened since the house had expanded was a result of things Emily had done. Whatever she had been up to had generated a significant amount of fallout, and he was officially sick of being the punching bag for it.

      He grabbed the hilt of his dagger and squeezed it in frustration, then let it go. Becoming mad would get him nowhere. What would Naia suggest if she were here? He wished he could talk to her and get her advice. Or even talk to Zel without the silent centaur listening.

      He turned his attention back to Zel. “Tell me about these trials. What trumped-up bullshit do I have to do?”

      “A feat of strength, a feat of dexterity, and a feat of endurance. The trial ends when one of you has failed twice. The feat of strength is a tug of war. The feat of dexterity involves shooting a bow. And the feat of endurance means running to the sea and back. Whoever makes it first wins, obviously.”

      An idea hit him. “Do I have to do them in that order?”

      “Yes.”

      The feat of endurance would involve being out in the open. If he could just win the feat of strength or dexterity, he would get a chance to make a break for it, and he thought he knew just how it could be done. “Okay, then,” he said, smiling. He officially had a plan.

      He turned to the guard. “Well, when you leave and report back to whoever, tell them the Caretaker is pissed but is happy to undertake Orion’s trials. Oh, and when I win, Orion can kiss my ass in front of the whole herd for wasting my time with this petty bullshit.”

      This comment made the centaur scowl, but she remained silent.

      “No, I’m serious. I’m twice the man he is. Literally.” He pointed at his legs for emphasis.

      The centaur snorted, anger blossoming in her cheeks.

      “Mike…,” Zel hissed.

      He ignored her. “Honestly, he may as well challenge me to a cartwheel competition. Stupid horse.”

      The guard drew her blade and stepped toward him, but he held his ground. Fear, anger, and loathing emanated from the centaur in waves. That was the reaction he had been hoping for, and he gave her the biggest cocky grin he could muster. If she was this mad, he could only imagine how pissed Orion would be, and he was going to need the whole herd good and mad at him for what he had planned.

      After several tense moments of silence, Zel rose and left, escorted by her guard. Ratu came out of hiding and transformed into a little girl again.

      “I question the wisdom in antagonizing angry centaurs,” she told him, curiosity in her eyes.

      “I’ll tell you exactly why.” He pulled one of the vials from his pocket. “But first, let’s discuss how we’re all going to get out of here together.”
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      Beth said very little to the Minotaur as they climbed the trail to the top of the cliffs. She could tell he wanted to comfort her, but there weren’t words or deeds to make the situation right. Her plan was to speak with Naia and Sofia right away, to see if either of them could offer her any help. There were only a few days to make her decision, and she wouldn’t be able to live with any of her options.

      She remembered when she was little, her parents started arguing nightly about their dog Chunky. These heated discussions often ended in tears, and Beth had been sent to her room more than once with the assurance that everyone was okay, but they were very upset. When she was older, they explained that Chunky had become very sick and the vet had recommended he be euthanized. The argument her parents kept having was not if they should do it but when. Every extra day meant the world to Chunky, but he was getting progressively worse. How could they choose when the pain of a single day overrode the possibility of table scraps or running around in the backyard and smelling squirrel poop?

      Chunky’s fate had been inevitable, but the choice itself was what had caused so much pain. No matter what she chose, she would still end up in the demon’s grasp, but one decision was far and above the best option for her new family.

      Unless she could find another solution. There had to be a way out, some new trick she could pull. She had beaten him once, and only by sheer, dumb, bad luck had he decided to latch a piece of darkness onto her soul, intending to grant her damnation in exchange for eternal youth, beauty, or whatever he had planned.

      She had time. Mike was going on a quick trip into his wardrobe, and she knew he’d be back soon. She felt hopeful that with all the heads of the house pushed together, a plan could be made without her. After all, she had no idea how to know if he was watching.

      She pushed open the door to the greenhouse and nearly slipped on the snow and ice that had formed at the entrance. Walking carefully forward, she waited until Asterion had followed her out before closing the door and staring dumbstruck at the backyard.

      “What the hell?” She stuck out a hand and caught a fat flake in her palm. It was snowing hard enough that the grass had vanished beneath a blanket of white, and icicles had already formed along the roof.

      “Hmm.” Asterion gazed upward. “It still smells of early fall.”

      “Are you sure? Now I’m worried we were somehow stuck in there for months or years or something.” The last thing she needed was to find out the greenhouse had malfunctioned and Oliver had sold out Mike and the others. Then again, that would take away the fun in making her choose to join him.

      “I do not like the cold.” Asterion hefted his ax. “It makes my weapon slippery.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be needing it anytime soon.” A drift of snow fell free of the roof. “Maybe.” Had the society started something new? There should still have been plenty of time on the sundial. Beth wrapped her arms around her torso and looked up into the sky. The clouds had become a low-lying fog, but she could see where they bunched up against the edge of the home’s magical shell. Whatever was happening had been caused from within.

      A loud boom came from the front of the house.

      “Shit.” Beth broke into a jog, careful to watch her step. The ground was more ice than snow, and she felt herself slipping every few steps. Asterion’s long strides allowed him to keep up easily, his hooves clomping in the snow.

      Another boom echoed over the house, the wind picking up dramatically. A sound like a shriek made her duck, and the Minotaur caught up, hovering over her like a shield. The flurries assaulted them from every direction now, and visibility dropped to a couple of feet. They moved close to the house, using the slats as a guide.

      “Naia?” Beth called out for the nymph, hoping she would answer. They ended up huddling by the house as the storm escalated. Asterion leaned against the wall, placing his ax against the house. They stayed there for several minutes, and the chill of the storm infiltrated her clothing, causing her teeth to chatter.

      The loud noises ceased, and the storm died down. The low clouds above quickly turned to more flurries and fell to the earth, and she and Asterion could see once more. Beth slid out from beneath the Minotaur and hurried toward the backyard. She was cold and wanted to get inside as quick as possible.

      Stepping around the corner of the house, she found herself staring at the fountain. It was frozen now, with icicles hanging off its outer rim. A gray figure stood at the edge, unmoving and covered in snow.

      “Naia?” Beth stepped toward the back door of the home to get a better look at the figure, then clasped a hand tightly across her mouth to hold in a scream.

      The statue standing by the fountain’s edge had a look of surprise on her face, her hair flared back as if a breeze had been running through it. One hand was outstretched, fingers spread as if trying to block something.

      It was Naia. Stunned, Beth gazed at her for several seconds, uncertain of what to say or do. Asterion now held the ax tightly in both hands, his intense gaze sweeping across the backyard. Beth’s heart slammed against the inside of her chest, and she touched Naia’s hand.

      “What could have done this?” she asked.

      Asterion shook his head. “I do not know.”

      Another loud bang came from the front of the house. Beth grabbed Asterion by the wrist and pulled him toward it. Inside, the sounds were muffled but loud enough that she could tell they came from out front. Grateful for the warmth of the home, she was nearly at the window for a look outside when the front door opened.

      Tink and Reggie went flying across the front room and crashed near the bottom of the stairs.

      “Run!” Sofia yelled from outside, then the door slammed behind her. Tink stood and adjusted her goggles over her eyes.

      “Tink, what’s happening?” Beth asked.

      “Bad lady!” Tink picked up Reggie by the scruff of his neck and pushed him up the stairs. “Tink saw. Turn other rats to stone.” Outside the door, the sound of clashing steel erupted.

      Beth tried to look through the window, but Tink slammed her club into the floor, drawing her attention back.

      “No look, or turn to stone.” She pulled Beth away from the glass and then went back, eyes closed, to pull Jenny out of her dollhouse. “We run, find husband. He fix everything.”

      “How is Mike going to fix this?” She could hear voices through the door.

      “Husband fix. Husband always fix.” The look Tink gave her left no space for argument. Tink believed in Mike. There was room for nothing else in her heart. “Run for rat halls.”

      “No.” Reggie stood on the stairs, his tail whipping back and forth. “We must lead her away from my people. We cannot risk them being turned to stone.”

      “We should return to the Labyrinth,” Asterion said, wary eyes on the front door. “It is the safest place for us.”

      Reggie nodded, and Beth agreed. Asterion’s knowledge of the Labyrinth would keep them safe. They dashed up the stairs together, stopping briefly for Reggie to tell a pair of rats to lock up the tunnels. At the top of the stairs, they ran into Carmina. The fairy followed, and they were in Beth’s room when they heard the front door of the house open.

      “Move!” Asterion pushed them all to the closet, then grabbed the bed and shoved it up against the door. They ran together, Carmina lighting the way ahead. They were near the end of the tunnel when they heard a loud crash behind them.

      Asterion’s thick arm circled Beth’s waist, and he jumped down the steep incline of the switchback trail. Tink and Reggie followed, the air filled with the sounds of rocks tumbling around them. With every landing, Beth felt the air pressed out of her lungs, her heart jumping into her throat. Her skirt billowed up on one jump, exposing her bare ass to the others.

      She thought she heard Tink giggle, but it was hard to tell.

      Once at the bottom, the Minotaur set her down, and they all moved toward the thick door of the Labyrinth. Beth cast a wary eye at the reflecting pool, hoping Oliver didn’t have a way to jump out and ambush them somehow. She noticed that Asterion kept himself between her and the pool, and she was grateful for it.

      “Bad lady!” Tink suddenly cried, and Beth looked over her shoulder. Frost was forming at the top of the hill around a figure in white, who emerged from the cave. Beth spun around, suddenly frightened she might get turned to stone. The large doors of the Labyrinth were in reach, and Asterion stood on the pressure plate, causing the doors to open.

      In the air, giant swords appeared out of nowhere, swirling around them like leaves in a storm. They slammed into the ground, attempting to pin Beth and the others in place, but Asterion smashed them out of the way with his ax, the group following close behind him.

      Just inside the door, several rats were surprised to see everybody come running in but joined when they realized Reggie was there too. The doors slammed shut behind them, and Asterion led them down one of the long corridors, guiding them past a trip wire and into a hidden tunnel. He slowed down just enough to make sure everyone could keep up, and soon they were traveling a narrow underground tunnel that Beth knew from experience took them to Ratu’s lair.

      Behind them, the Labyrinth was silent.

      Asterion had them wait in a hidden cave, disappearing back the way they had come. Beth finally felt like she could breathe again, and Tink sat on the floor, her face twisted into a sour expression.

      “What happened up there?” Beth asked.

      “Not too sure. Fox lady and stone butt get into big fight. Tink go and watch. Stone butt frozen in big ice, then fox come at Tink. Tink brave, but one eye throw Tink and rat king into house. Tink see other rats turn to stone through window.” She let out a deep breath. “Husband in big trouble this time.”

      Beth wondered what special nickname Tink had for her. “Where is Mike? Is he back yet?”

      “Tink don’t know, but Tink can find.”

      “How? Didn’t he leave through a magic door or something? Upstairs, where we currently can’t go?”

      “Maybe, but no matter. Tink find husband anywhere. When first meet, Tink give special bite. Can always feel husband, no matter where. Good rats help Tink, chew hole in wall, bring husband back, then smash fox lady into rug.” She smacked her club on the ground for emphasis. “Tink make brilliant plan.”

      “Really? Do you think you can find him in another world?”

      Tink nodded sagely, then tapped her nose. “Goblin always have to know where husband go. Need to keep husband out of trouble.”

      Amazing. Beth didn’t know if Tink was telling the truth, but she definitely seemed sure of herself. If she was right, then they could find Mike and bring him back, though Beth wasn’t certain what good that would do. An enemy that could turn you to stone was a hard sell, and if not for her own problems, she was tempted to leave.

      “Tink, I have another question for you.” Beth knelt in front of the goblin. “This bite. Could you do it to anyone?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe, but Tink don’t know. Goblin only give special bite for special reason.”

      “Amazing.” The speck of an idea was forming, but she would need to talk to Reggie first and see if it was possible.

      Asterion appeared in the opening, startling her enough that she let out a yelp. He chuckled, then motioned for them to exit the cave.

      “She is no longer pursuing you,” he said, guiding them away from the cave. “She has yet to come inside the Labyrinth.”

      “That’s strange. I thought she was here to kill us or something.”

      “Maybe not.” Reggie rubbed his chin, his whiskers shaking. His crown had gone missing during their escape, but he still had his toy glasses. “During her engagement with Abella, she seemed more interested in diplomacy.”

      “Really?” Now that was something she wished she had known earlier. “Did she say anything else?”

      “Nothing I could hear. She summoned a snowstorm and then fought the gargoyle quite brilliantly, I’m afraid.” Reggie shivered, rubbing at his cheeks. “I hope my people are okay.”

      “We’ll make sure of it. Just you wait.” She hoped it was a promise she could keep.

      They eventually arrived in the center of the Labyrinth, and they entered the magical pagoda, where Ratu lived. Inside, there was plenty of room for everybody to sit at a large table. Asterion excused himself to go set some alarms in case they were chased, and Beth sat down with Tink, Reggie, and the other rats. Jenny was propped up on the table next to Carmina but showed no evidence that she was even paying attention.

      “So where do we go from here?” Beth felt like it was a great question to ask. “How much time is left on the sundial?”

      “Maybe twelve hours,” Reggie answered. “Though I don’t know for sure. Mike spoke with me not too long before he left.”

      “Okay, Tink, then problem one is that we need to get Mike back before the dial resets. Do you think you can find him that fast?”

      Tink shrugged. “All depend on rat. Rat hole take time, and Tink won’t know until Tink look in right hole.”

      “I see.” She turned back to Reggie. “How quick can you open a hole?”

      “There are others hidden throughout the Labyrinth doing work for Mistress Ratu. If we can round them up, then maybe an hour.”

      “Really, an hour?” That was far too long.

      Reggie shrank. “If you want it big enough for a human to pass through, then yes.”

      “No need big hole. Tink just need hole big enough for seeing.” The goblin held up her fingers in the shape of an O. “Tink take good look, know if husband there.”

      “How long would that take?”

      Reggie mulled it over. “Maybe a few minutes. A hole that big can be chewed open by only one rat, so we could open many holes at once, but we have to be careful.”

      “Why?”

      “If you open too many holes next to each other, the portals won’t work properly and might accidentally open into each other, which can cause instability and eventually collapse the room we started in.”

      “Meaning?”

      Reggie clapped his hands together dramatically. “Rat pancake.”

      “Okay, then we will exercise caution. Have your subjects rounded up and brought here.”

      He nodded, throwing a look at his subordinates. They gave little rat salutes and hopped down off their chairs, disappearing into the shadows of the pagoda. Beth could hear their tiny feet scratching on the stone as they left.

      “So now we just need to open a bunch of random holes in reality and hope for the best.” Beth rolled her eyes. Given enough time, their plan was guaranteed, but she had the distinct feeling they were gonna need a healthy dose of luck as well. Even if they found Mike, they still had the woman upstairs to deal with.

      No. She would face her problems one at a time. Focusing too much on the future would make her unable to deal with the present. Thinking of the demon latched to her soul, she knew she had to tell the others now. To put it off would put them in harm’s way, and once their current issue was dealt with, there would be little time to figure out how to save her. And who knew? Maybe they would have an answer for her.

      “Hey, Tink? Reggie? I have a problem.” She told them the whole story, fighting back tears as the reality of her situation was allowed to fully sink in. When she was done, she was met with stunned silence. Several moments passed them by before Tink hopped off her stool and threw her arms around Beth’s waist.

      “No worry. Husband fix this too.”

      Beth wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “I certainly hope so,” she replied.
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        * * *

      

      When the centaurs came for Mike, they were pretty rough. Grabbing him by the arms, they lifted him just enough that his toes could barely touch the ground, so he hop-walked between them, casting a glance at the small lump of grass by the wall where Ratu was hiding.

      Once outside, he squinted against the harsh light of the sun. It was sinking toward the horizon, but Mike figured there was at least an hour before sundown. The tribe was thick around him as he was escorted, and sure enough, a large crowd had gathered out on the floor of the valley. Torches lined the pathway they took him down, and he found himself led to a large clearing with a small hill just above it. Standing on the hill was the grand stallion, his staff clutched in a hand that was so tight his knuckles had gone white. Centaur men and women surrounded the hill, and they spread apart to let Mike in. The group was eerily silent, and he saw anger and distrust in their eyes.

      Just like he had planned. Mike forced a smug grin before he was bodily tossed into the clearing, landing on his face and biting his lip. He moved quickly, standing and brushing the dirt off his pants.

      “I find your hospitality lacking.” Mike locked eyes with the grand stallion, finally getting a good look at him. His hindquarters were black, and his skin had the dark tan of dozens of summers. Deep lines crisscrossed his forehead, and his impressive salt-and-pepper beard came halfway down his chest before terminating in a braid.

      “You are not here for our hospitality,” the grand stallion told him. “You are here because you have been challenged—”

      “My name is Mike, by the way. That’s a custom among my people, a polite introduction.”

      The air filled with the sounds of anxious murmurs, and the grand stallion gave him a dirty look.

      “You are here because—”

      “Zel always told me about how amazing her people were. Polite, refined. Dignified, even. So I’ll try again. My name is Mike and—” Someone jabbed him in the back with a spear butt, and he hopped forward in response. “I’m the Caretaker.”

      The grand stallion glared at him, visibly grinding his teeth. “Are you finished?”

      “I’m just trying to observe my own customs as a show of respect, Your Honor.”

      “You will refer to him as Grand Stallion.” This was from a female centaur by his side, in battle armor with chain mail, and a silver blade across each hip. “And you will dial back your impertinence.”

      “Oh, I apologize. We haven’t been formally introduced, per my custom, else I would have known the honorific he preferred. I mean, that is the point of my tradition.”

      “Your petty human traditions hold little sway over us, Mike the Caretaker. Your kind have brought naught but harm and chaos to the herd, and therefore we feel no need to honor them.”

      “Yet you force me to abide by yours? You do realize this entire world is inside a wardrobe, which is inside my house? Human law dictates that, by proxy, summa cum laude, abracadabra, I own this place.”

      Shouting came from the centaurs around him, and an ice-cold chill filled his gut and sank downward to his legs. He dropped to one knee in response just as a rock flew overhead before crashing against the ground in front of him.

      The grand stallion held up his hands, and a few of his honor guard stepped down from the hill to move among the crowd. The din faded away, though trace muttering could be heard. Zel’s father cleared his throat and gave his people an intense look.

      “You will not harm this man. He is still under the protection of parley, and to harm him now would be dishonorable.” He nodded to someone just behind Mike. “I have decided there is no use speaking with you, Caretaker. It is clear you are trying to antagonize—”

      “Do you treat all your guests like this?” Mike spun around, his hands indicating the hostile crowd. “Me and mine were fine on that mountaintop and had every intention of going home. Yet you drag me down here, treat me like garbage, and expect me to behave?”

      The grand stallion pulled something from a bag around his back. It was a clear jar with something inside, but his hands covered it up.

      “For years now, we have been forced to endure the attacks of the one known as Emily, and the snow queen. On the day you arrived, the mountain exploded with a fury we haven’t seen since last we were on Earth, and you expect us to believe you had no part in it?”

      “Two things. First, the snow queen attacked me for no reason, and the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Second, Emily has been dead for years now.”

      More muttering surrounded him at this news. Orion stepped around the hill, his intense gaze on Mike and his fists balled up.

      “So you say you have no association with these individuals? That it is sheer coincidence that you arrived and brought my daughter back to me?”

      “It is.” Mike wondered where the grand stallion was going with this.

      “Then this creature, who has long been in their employ, matters not?” He held up the jar and shook it. A tiny yellow light sputtered several times and crashed against the bottom of it.

      Mike squinted to see it better, his eyes going wide when he realized what he was looking at.

      “We caught her lurking around the camp and captured her. She is the eyes and ears of the snow queen, and though it has been some time since we saw her, we check our fairy traps every day.” He set the jar with Daisy inside on the ground. “But if you don’t lay any claim to her…” He lifted a massive hoof over the jar, ready to bring it down.

      “Wait!” Mike held out his hand. “I do lay claim to her, yes. She is one of the denizens of my home and therefore under my protection. It is my charge, as Caretaker of the house.” What was Daisy doing here? He had a brief memory of seeing a tiny ball of light during their flight down the mountain. Had she been following them the whole time?

      “How can you explain the dichotomy of your statements? If the creatures in your house are under your protection, then why have we not benefited from such protections?”

      Ah shit. He really wished he had Beth with him.

      “I just learned about you. Like today.”

      The smug look on the grand stallion’s face told Mike he had already lost any argument he could make. Several centaurs of different colors marched Zel in. She wore a large chain that went around her waist and clipped into a metal ring, in the earth, that he hadn’t noticed. She took a seat, her chin high and her gaze on the clouds.

      “I am not here to argue with you, Mike the Caretaker. After the trial, we shall have a formal parley, and barring any unforeseen argument in your favor, it is likely you will not take kindly to the outcome.” He handed the jar with Daisy in it to the member of his honor guard next to him. She stuck the bottle in her bag. “Orion, you may begin.”

      Orion stomped forward, his lower half very similar to a horse’s when geared up before a race. He held a rope that was as thick around as Mike’s wrist, then tossed it to him. Looping a significant portion around his own waist, he looked at his fellow centaurs.

      “I have challenged this man to a trial! He claims a life debt on Zelenia, but I believe his claim is false due to our prior betrothal. If he should beat me at the trials, she will go with him. Otherwise, she will become my bride and we will consummate our union. Are there any here who believe they have a claim that trumps my own?”

      Mike wasn’t sure if he was supposed to say anything, so he raised his hand. The centaurs closest to him snickered.

      “We already know of your claim, human.” Orion said the last word with a sneer. “Now brace yourself for the trial of strength!”

      “Nah, I forfeit.” Mike kicked the rope, to the sound of gasps.

      “You…what?” Orion just blinked. “I heard rumors that you spoke so highly of yourself, yet you throw away one of the trials?”

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’d probably win anyway. I just wanted to give you a chance to beat me in the test of endurance.”

      “You…but you’re human. There’s no way you could…” Orion looked at the grand stallion, who said nothing.

      “I’m not only superfast, but I’ll probably be back here before you even get to the ocean. We are running down to the water, right? I love the coast.”

      Orion’s face turned a shade of red that reminded Mike of a nasty sunburn. “Pick up the rope.”

      Mike shrugged. “Nah, I’m good. You get this one; way to go.”

      He heard it now, harsh comments among the centaurs. Between his badgering the grand stallion and his comments about Orion, he could feel the animosity washing over him from every direction. It made him feel sick to his stomach because the only thing keeping him alive right now was their own code of honor. Gazing out among them, he imagined they weren’t actually a bad people. If he hadn’t appeared out of nowhere with their missing princess after destroying a mountaintop, it was possible they would have listened to reason.

      Today, however, was not that day. “So when do I get my bow?”

      Orion threw his rope down and stormed off, the others moving with him. The crowd shifted a dozen yards to the edge of the clearing. In the distance, a group of centaurs stood around holding weird-looking staffs. The crowd spread apart, making it clear this was to be the shooting range.

      “The trial of dexterity requires a centaur to be quick of eye and hand.” The grand stallion held up a pair of bows. “You will each be allowed to fire three arrows. Whoever pierces more targets will be declared the winner.”

      Orion took his bow, throwing Mike a nasty look. “Since you were so gracious with the last test, allow me to go first and show you how this is done.”

      “By all means.” Mike was handed the second bow, wincing at how heavy it felt.

      Orion walked up to a line that had been painted on the ground, then nodded. He tucked two arrows into a shoulder quiver and nocked the third. The centaurs at the edges of the range nodded and swung their staves.

      Three disks flew into the air, looking exactly like clay pigeons. It was clear the disks were launched to different heights, and Orion released his arrow at the lowest one. By the time it exploded into several fragments, he had already drawn the next and fired it, busting the second highest into pieces. His third arrow caught the last disk on its way down, breaking it into two pieces that crashed into the ground.

      “Holy shit,” Mike muttered, and the centaurs went crazy. Cheers rose all around him, and he could feel their anxious stares on him now. He was going to have to shatter all three targets and hope they had a tiebreaker. Swearing under his breath, he prayed Ratu would be able to account for the fact that the targets were moving and not stationary.

      Orion walked past, a smug look on his face.

      “Okay, then. Let’s see how this pans out.” Mike didn’t have a quiver so tucked the arrows into the collar of his shirt. They slid down his back and fell out the bottom, eliciting laughter from the centaurs. His face burning, he tucked his shirt in and tried again. This time, the arrows stayed in place.

      The notch on the arrow was easy to spot, and he couldn’t help but appreciate how much work had gone into it. The feathers were likely from some indigenous bird, and he rotated the arrow to make sure they didn’t hit the bow. He gave the string a tentative pull and nearly gasped at how difficult it was to draw.

      Oh God, what have I done? He had been planning on stationary targets. Looking at the men and women around him, he wondered if Ratu could see him. Maybe turning into a giant snake and torching the lot hadn’t been such a bad idea after all. He wondered where she was hiding. She had explained that she needed to be in either her human or true form to spellcast and had gone off in search of a suitable spot once he had been taken from the yurt.

      “Do you forfeit?” When Orion spoke, the crowd immediately became quiet.

      “Hell no. I just haven’t fired a bow like this before. I’m used to fiberglass and aircraft-grade aluminum, Earth stuff.” He cast a silent prayer to Ratu and raised his arms, the bow almost too heavy to lift. “Um…pull?”

      The centaurs near the edge of the field hurled the disks skyward.

      His arms burned so hot that he nearly dropped the bow. The arrow was in the air before he had realized it, and he fired the second. The first disk shattered half a moment before the second one did. Mike turned his gaze onto Orion, letting Ratu’s magic do the work for him.

      Orion met his gaze and scowled.

      He never saw the third target break, but he could hear it shatter. An ominous silence filled the area, and all eyes turned to Mike, Orion, and the grand stallion.

      “The trial will continue until someone misses.” With a gesture, three more arrows were given to each of them. Mike moved away from the line, his arms burning as if he had completed a hardcore workout.

      Orion easily replicated his earlier result, all three targets breaking. There were no cheers this time, the audience anticipating Mike’s response.

      Lifting the bow again, Mike realized anew just how heavy it was. His right hand hurt to clench, a side effect Ratu had warned him about. Could he do this again? How many times would the magic be able to run through his body before he burned out?

      The three targets were launched, and he fired right away, hitting the first disk. However, the magic had him draw a second arrow and stall, the two remaining targets falling toward the ground.

      Ratu, what are you doing? His heart slammed in his chest. It was when he released that second arrow that he realized the target on top was falling faster than the other. By the time the second arrow struck, they had overlapped just a couple of feet off the ground, and the arrow shattered both of them.

      Gasps of amazement from the centaurs. Mike picked up his last arrow, his fingers cramping up terribly. He tried to twirl the arrow and succeeded in nearly dropping it.

      “I believe I get another shot,” he told them. “Unless Orion wants to forfeit.”

      The grand centaur had gone pale, and Orion was visibly fuming.

      “He is clearly using magic!” Orion’s left eye was twitching, and a large vein in his forehead bulged out. “He who cheats during a trial is to be promptly executed.”

      “Or I’m just a better shot than you.” Mike lowered the bow, trying hard not to throw up. He knew he was walking a fine line between keeping them pissed and getting lynched. “Where’s my fourth target?”

      An older centaur walked over to the grand stallion. She held a staff as well, but her body was decorated with beads, feathers, and an assortment of furs. After limping forward, she knelt to get a good look in Mike’s face. She wore a necklace with several polished stones and a crystal.

      She held up her hands, and everyone went silent. Mike looked around and saw that Zel was still chained to the ring but was largely being ignored. Turning his attention back to the woman, he realized she had a faint aura of magic around her and several bags that reminded him of Zel’s.

      She must be the shaman or whatever. He held his breath, expecting a spell or potion to be tossed at him.

      “An accusation of cheating is serious business. According to centaur law, if such an accusation is made during a trial, then the trial will be decided by the innocence of the accused.” She looked at Orion. “If he is using magic, then you will have won. However, if he is not, then he wins by default.”

      “Ooh. Kind of makes you think, doesn’t it?” Mike pointed at the targets. “I can tell you for a fact that I have not cast any spell or enchantment to accomplish this. Is there a truth serum I could take? Or a spell she can cast? Frankly, as much as I would love to beat you fair and square, I do have other things to attend to.”

      All around him, the centaurs muttered among themselves. Mike prayed they would take the bait. He didn’t know how they were going to test his truthfulness, but if it were that easy, they would have done it already.

      “I withdraw my accusation.” Orion threw his bow to the ground. “Proceed to the next trial.”

      It was the moment Mike had waited for. “Yes, please. I am so ready for this race. Where am I going?”

      “We will take you to the starting line.” The centaurs began migrating away, disappearing through the woods of the clearing. If Mike was right, they were headed to better vantage points, which was exactly what he needed right now.

      Many of the centaurs who walked past Orion clasped hands with him, or even patted him on the shoulder, all while throwing Mike dirty looks. They hadn’t expected him to make it this far, and they offered words of encouragement to the hunter before disappearing.

      This was perfect. The tribe had shown up in a crowd to watch him compete, but now he knew they were all dying to see him race. Every centaur who left to watch was one less he would need to deal with. The tribal leaders spoke among themselves, buying time for their people to get in position.

      Even most of the guards vanished, leaving behind the tribe leaders, the grand stallion, and Zel. Orion stripped down until he was naked, then tossed his weapons aside. The clearing was now empty, and Mike could see the long stretch of valley before them. It wound back and forth, a series of low hills lying between them and the horizon.

      “The floor of the valley goes straight to the ocean. Follow it and you will meet a guard who will hand you a bracelet. Put that on your wrist and run back,” the grand stallion told him. “The first one to return here will be declared the winner.”

      “Can I fly?” Mike looked over at Orion. “I mean, he gets to have four legs, so can’t I choose an extra pair of limbs?”

      The grand stallion ignored him and turned his attention to Orion. “I trust you will abide by the results of this trial.”

      “Aye.” Orion sneered at Mike. “I cannot wait for that mouth of yours to be shut for good.”

      Mike just nodded. “Yes, well, you’re about to see the last of me one way or another.”

      The shaman held up her hands, and Orion took the space to her left. Mike walked over and stood below her right arm. He got in a runner’s stance, his feet planted firmly in the grass, his eyes on the distant tree line.

      He only needed an opening, and it was about to be created. The centaurs had spread out, and he looked over his shoulder at Zel, then up toward the mountain and tower.

      The way was clear.

      When the shaman’s arm dropped, Mike sprang forward into a furious jog. His arms felt like spaghetti, but his legs felt surprisingly great. The wind ran through his hair faster than he could ever remember. Though he’d never been a huge fan of running day in gym class, his breath came to him easily now. His pace was phenomenal, his heart filled with triumph.

      Orion easily sped past him with a laugh. Mike blew him a kiss and moved into a fast sprint. There was no way he was going to keep up, but that had been the point. The centaur’s body grew small as they ran down the gently sloping valley together, and then disappeared.

      The first turn was plenty wide enough, but Mike aimed for the tree line right at the edge. The centaurs had gathered all along the trees and had cheered when Orion had run by. Several of them easily kept pace with Mike, mocking him as he ran.

      Minutes passed, and sweat poured down his back. He was finally at the first turn, and there was no sign of Orion. The valley floor was several hundred feet across, and this portion was easily a mile long before disappearing around another hill. Nearby, the trees stretched out in clumps with superthick bushes nearby. Seeing an opening in the brush, Mike followed the gently sloping curve of shrubbery before sprinting wildly through a gap in the trees.

      The closest centaur was maybe a hundred feet away, and he knew there were only seconds to be spared. He uncorked the vial in his pocket and dumped it over his head, careful not to inhale any of it. Holding out his hands, he watched his skin disappear first, followed by his muscles and then his bones. Startled, he dropped the vial on the ground. He couldn’t see himself at all, and he leaned against a tree, suddenly dizzy.

      Heavy thudding through the vegetation was followed by the appearance of a centaur, arrow nocked and ready to fight. She was pretty, with dark skin and tattoos down her arms. He stared at her, her bow pointed right at him, but her eyes slid over him without a second glance, and then she galloped down a path he hadn’t seen.

      Time to go. He ran back the way she had come, emerging out onto the valley floor. Distant centaurs were looking around in confusion, and another one blew into a hunting horn. Mike ran back up the hill, his legs aching with effort.

      Going back around the bend, he saw that his plan had worked perfectly. The centaur royalty still stood at the top of the hill, but most of the remaining guards had migrated downward, their gaze on the trees. Keeping an eye out for the few centaurs who crossed, he made sure to run along the part of the valley where the grass was thinnest. The last thing he needed was an eagle-eyed hunter fucking up his day.

      Once he was close to the starting point, he slowed to a walk and took several deep breaths. He needed to move quietly now, and he could hear the grand stallion arguing with another tribal leader. They were already discussing Mike’s execution method.

      He gave them a wide berth, casting a wary glance at the shaman. She had her head tilted as if listening to something, and he really hoped she didn’t have any tricks up her sleeve. Toward the bottom of the hill, a group of centaurs gathered, forming a search party, before vanishing into the forest.

      Once he was close to Zel, he knelt at her side, drawing the dagger from his pouch. Her eyes were cast downhill, a miserable look on her face.

      He grabbed her hand gently, her eyes going wide.

      “It’s me,” he whispered near her ear. Careful not to stab himself, he slid the dagger through the chain holding her down, using his other hand to keep it up. Putting the dagger away, he guided Zel’s hand to where he had cut the links, closing her fist over the break.

      Zel let out a little cough and rubbed her nose. “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      “Wait for the signal. Ratu is on her way.” As if summoned from the ether, a snake slithered up behind Zel and crawled onto her back. Standing, he looked over at the shaman, the grand stallion, and then his guard.

      Her gaze was down on the valley floor, and he looked at her saddlebag. Moving quietly, he came up behind the group. Luckily, the tribal leaders were now so loud that Mike didn’t worry about being too quiet and walked up to the centaur. It was a simple flap that held her pouch shut, and he carefully opened the flap and pulled out the bottle.

      Inside, Daisy looked pathetic. However, at the revelation that she was now inside a floating bottle, her antennae picked up, and she placed her hands against the glass.

      Mike took a few steps back and felt his heart drop when the shaman whipped around, her eyes on the floating bottle.

      Mike yanked the stopper open, and Daisy shot into the sky, disappearing from sight. However, the shaman threw a handful of powder that made everybody start coughing. Rubbing it out of his eyes, Mike saw that it had stuck to his skin, outlining him in yellow.

      The shaman waved her staff in a large circle, a glowing trail forming behind it. In response, he threw the bottle at her, cracking her right in the head. She stumbled back, dropping her staff. The grand stallion barely caught her before she fell.

      “Sorry!” He ran at Zel, who quickly stood and turned around. With a leap, he landed on her back, and she took off at a gallop, hooves thundering on the ground.

      “Take us to the tower!” he hollered, grabbing Ratu and coiling her around his neck. Shouts of alarm were followed by a loud acoustical blast from behind. When he looked back, the shaman was blowing into one end of her staff, and the centaurs at the bottom of the valley were already running like crazy to get up the hill.

      “I can’t outrun them,” Zel said between breaths. “They’re hunters and not carrying anyone.”

      “I’ve already thought about that. Where’s the other vial?”

      Zel’s hand went to her blouse, and she deftly plucked out the vial. She held it over her shoulder, and he took it with his free hand. He had a death grip on her waist but kept sliding back every few seconds.

      “Will this work?” he yelled.

      She gave him a thumbs-up, her legs thundering loudly beneath them. Down in the valley, the centaurs were charging toward them, bows and arrows drawn. Zel was already heading toward a rocky portion of the mountain in a different direction from where they had come. Zel picking her way up the stones carefully, they started moving up a steeper incline. Mike held the vial in one hand, wondering how much devastation it would cause.

      “Should I throw it?”

      “Wait until we’re higher.” She grunted between words, fighting for air. One of the honor guard was the first one to the rocks, her blade drawn.

      Zel stopped long enough to kick a loose rock backward. It rolled toward the guard, and she moved out of the way. Zel did this a few more times, but it slowed them down just as much as it slowed the guard. By now, the shaman, grand stallion, and tribal leaders were at the bottom of the incline. Some of the faster centaurs were there as well, and a few of them stopped to draw arrows from their quivers.

      “I’m throwing it!” Mike pulled the cork, and Zel came to a halt. Mike chucked the vial down the incline, watching it clatter off a few rocks and then roll to several feet from the shaman.

      As if her tail had caught on fire, Zel bolted up the hill so fast that Mike nearly fell off. Ratu squeezed tightly to his neck, and he had to slap her a few times to get her to loosen. He held on to Zel now with both hands, the trail so steep that he wished she had a proper saddle.

      There was a loud boom behind them. He looked over his shoulder to see a dark cloud of smoke swirling around the centaurs, engulfing them completely. They vanished, the cloud catching up to the guard who pursued them and nearly making it to Zel’s feet.

      A breeze from the mountain caught the smoke and dispersed it downhill. As the smoke cleared, he could make out sparkling silver-and-pink motes that drifted across the centaurs. Those who were still far enough away ran from the cloud as their brethren fell down, clutching their chests.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      Zel laughed, then found a flat area to turn around. “The difficulty was creating a dispersion method that would allow the pollen to hover without just blowing it away, but also keep it confined enough so that it wouldn’t catch you in the blast.” Her face then turned bright red. “The other problem was mixing it into the powder without accidentally inhaling it.”

      The rocky trail they were on ascended rapidly, with a series of narrow switchbacks that had Mike looking straight down into the chaos below. Sliding both hands around Zel’s waist, he held on tight as she continued upward at a leisurely pace.

      Down below was an entirely different story. The guard who had been chasing them was already running back to the others below, a frantic look on her face, her hands running across her body. The tribal leaders stood perfectly still for several seconds, their flanks rippling as they fought the impulses the Mandragora pollen had triggered inside them.

      The shaman was the first to break. She turned her backside toward the tribal leaders and moved her tail to one side, wiggling her ass back and forth while squeezing her breasts. Such was the ferocity of her groping that she pulled off some of the decorative feathers and beads in the process, scattering them on the rocky ground.

      The grand stallion was the first to respond, his massive, swollen member swinging below his belly as he trotted toward her, his legs shaking with excitement. His front half lifted to mount her, and he grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her head back while thrusting his giant cock inside her. The shaman let out a cry, the skin on her flanks rippling while he pounded her.

      The guard who had been chasing them rejoined the group. At first struck by indecision, she approached the closest centaur and knelt to suck the cock of one of the tribal leaders, her mouth stretching wide as she took an impossible length into her mouth. He had his face buried in the ass of one of the female leaders, eagerly running his tongue through her folds while swatting her tail away from his face.

      A chain of centaurs formed around them. The guard was mounted by a male hunter, who pounded her from behind, and the female leader was mounted from the front, gagging on the large horse cock in her throat. It was like watching a twisted game of Tetris, only the pieces were all horny centaurs, and several of them fell over each other trying to lay claim to a piece of ass.

      “Holy shit,” Mike said, his eyes on the giant orgy below. There were easily twenty or thirty of them now, and Mike marveled at how each one to join the group managed to find somewhere to connect. Small fights broke out as both male and female centaurs were pulled from their activities to couple with other people, partners being exchanged without a word. They yelled, moaned, and cried out in agony, all fighting for sexual release.

      Down the hill, a few smaller clusters of centaurs had formed where the smoke had drifted, and Mike recognized a couple of Orion’s hunters from the mountain. Orion was nowhere to be seen, and Mike’s best guess was that he was probably almost at the ocean by now, if not running back. He couldn’t decide if Orion would be happy or upset that he had missed out.

      “They’re going to be so pissed when that wears off,” Zel said, her eyes on the path ahead. “You have no idea.”

      “How long will that be?”

      “That’s a good question. It’s good for at least one orgasm, but it might last longer because of something else I added to it.”

      “My semen?”

      “Nope. Fairy cum.” The back of her neck turned red. “I’ve been, uh, collecting some of that too. I have a theory that the magical properties of their natural lubricants will strengthen the properties of the pollen. Either way, we both know that first orgasm will be pretty intense, and I’m hoping they will be too exhausted for immediate pursuit.”

      “That was not the answer I was expecting.”

      “To be honest, I ran out of fairy cum making it and I’m going to need more. We can discuss that at a later date.”

      Down below, the grand stallion let out a shriek like a wild boar and fell away from the shaman, his cock leaking sperm onto the ground. No sooner had he left than another male took his place, and the grand stallion knelt to pick up his staff, trying feebly to point uphill at Zel and issue commands. However, his cock grew hard again, and he tossed the staff to one side, then yanked a male off a female and replaced him.

      “Looks like it’s good for a bit longer at least,” Mike pointed out.

      “Yeah, well, there’s going to be hell to pay. Centaurs have strict laws against infidelity in the herd, and I imagine they are going to spend weeks trying to sort this one out. I’m also betting at least a few pregnancies will result from this, and I’m grateful I won’t have to help with birthing duties. Hold on.” Zel braced a hand against a rock and jumped, using her arms to pull them up.

      “This path is terrifying, by the way.”

      “More terrifying than being down there?” she asked.

      “No,” he admitted. What would have happened if he had been caught down there? Nothing good. The way the centaurs were attacking each other told him he would have gotten tossed around and possibly trampled. “Do centaurs really go up this way?”

      “This path is a shortcut to the tower and was carved for emergencies only. So the answer is no, not regularly. My people only came this way if there were intruders trying to break in to the tower, but they quit doing that after Emily and the snow queen took up residence in there. Once they were inside, they locked it up and nobody could get in.”

      “When was this?”

      “It happened either when I was young or before I was born; it’s hard to remember. They would pop in and out of the valley, and Emily attempted to find out information about the tower from the centaurs. They treated her very poorly, so she and the snow queen used to just come down into the valley and mess with us from time to time. Nothing serious at first. But after they moved into the tower, strange magic could be felt coming from it day and night. Months passed by, and then nasty storms arrived and flooded the valley out. Centaurs died in the deluge, so several of us went to demand justice.”

      “I bet that went well.”

      “That’s when we discovered Emily had left. The snow queen froze the mountaintop and created that thing you saw, the dragon, to protect her. She mainly keeps to herself, but every now and then some foolish centaur would get the idea to go after her. They were never seen again.”

      “So how did you get to Earth?”

      “My aunt figured if Emily had left, there must be some sort of portal. She hunted for it extensively along the mountain, careful to avoid that thing, and finally found it in that grove of trees. For over a year, she used a variety of communion spells to communicate with earth and forest spirits in an attempt to figure out how to use it. Eventually she spoke with some creatures who had seen the portal in action, and you know what happened next.”

      “I do.” Down below, a couple of centaurs had wandered away from the orgy and collapsed on the ground. Mike and Zel were gaining in elevation quickly now. “Looks like a couple of them are done.”

      “Up ahead is one of the wider switchbacks. Why don’t you hop off my back? I’m getting tired, and I think we have a good enough lead.” He saw the area she spoke of and slid down with her help once they were there. Ratu fell away from his neck and transformed in midair, her adult form appearing in front of them.

      “Now that was exciting,” she said, gazing down below. “I can almost smell their arousal from up here.”

      “Thanks for the archery spell, by the way. I was worried it wouldn’t work,” Mike said.

      “Me too. I nearly ripped off one of your arms by accident.” Ratu shook her head. “Control spells are dangerous when you make a body do something it isn’t really capable of.”

      “Like archery?”

      She shrugged. “Your body is capable but untrained. For it to seem natural, I literally took control of your arms and made them do my bidding. You could have fought me if you wanted, but it would have been difficult. The same spell to make you outrun the centaur, however, would have easily broken your legs.”

      “She’s right,” Zel added. “I’m just glad you had a plan. I heard the centaurs talking about what you said about Orion, so a bunch of them came to the trial just to see him kick your ass. If they hadn’t, we would have had to run through them to get up here.”

      “What about your father? Did he at least seem glad to see you?”

      Zel let out a sigh but remained silent. He decided to leave it alone.

      They continued up the long trail, and Mike became winded. Ratu seemed fine at first but eventually turned back into a snake and rode on Zel’s back. Both Mike and Zel were wheezing for air by the time they reached the top of the incline, and a wider trail appeared that wound around the mountain.

      “That was the hard part,” Zel said. “I wish I had some water. My head is starting to hurt.”

      “Same.” His shirt was soaked in sweat. Down below, the centaurs had set up what looked like a triage center of sorts. Some of them were still fucking in tiny clusters, but the rest had been scattered about. Tables of supplies had been arranged, and he could make out poultices being applied.

      A few hunters were now ascending the trail, forming a single line. There were ten of them, and they were carrying an assortment of weapons.

      “Shit. They’re gonna catch up to us before we get to the tower.” Zel’s shoulders slumped. “I’m too tired to run.”

      Ratu reappeared, a crooked grin on her face. “I’ve got this.”

      She moved her fingers in an intricate pattern, summoning beams of light into her hand. They coalesced into a sphere of light that swirled with color, like a lava lamp in fast motion. “Find a rock, something you can throw.”

      They looked around, and Mike found a jagged stone that looked decent. He handed it over, and the light soaked into it like water into a sponge.

      “You’re not going to hurt them, are you?” Zel asked.

      “The thought crossed my mind, but no. I don’t think your people are bad. They’re just stubborn and a bit misguided.” Ratu took the stone and hefted it in her hand. It glowed brightly for a moment, and she threw it.

      Th stone arcing through the air, Mike would have lost track of it if not for the glow. It flew fairly far, bouncing a few times until it landed still quite a distance from the hunters. Shortly after landing, a giant plume of glittery smoke boiled out of the stone and over the mountain, causing the hunters to flee down the trail. Many of the centaurs below shrieked in terror and dropped everything they were doing to get away from the oncoming cloud.

      “It looks just like the sex grenade.” He watched as one of the last pairs of mating centaurs tried to escape the smoke, the woman hopping forward with the man still thrusting into her.

      “Won’t work like it. That cloud will hover for a bit and then drift down toward the valley. Eventually someone will get caught in it and realize it’s just an illusion, so we should probably move.” Ratu took Mike by the hand and started up the trail. “Let’s go.”

      They fled up the hill, ignoring the occasional cry of terror that drifted over the mountain. Mike couldn’t tell if the screams had stopped or if they were now too far away to hear as the trail ascended into the mountain, boxing them in. They came to a crossroads, and Zel took them to the left up a winding trail that look very unused and washed out in a few areas. Crude signs warned intruders to go back, but they disregarded them and trudged forward.

      Eventually they got to a path that led farther up the mountain, but Zel led them down a smaller path that went downhill. The mountain range was mostly rock by now, and they moved through the cool shadows of the hillside as the sun crept toward the horizon. A chill wind ate through his clothes, and banks of snow appeared as if from nowhere. Soon they were walking through a small snowdrift toward the edge of a cliff.

      Once they were near, the trail descended sharply along the cliff’s edge, and there it was, the tower. It hadn’t been visible from the mountain due to the large stone formation it looked like it had been carved out of, but it stood several stories tall, proudly overlooking the valley beneath it. The path terminated at a large gap in the ground, and they all stopped.

      The tower’s drawbridge was pulled up. At the edge of the precipice was a drop of at least a few hundred feet, but it was hard to tell.

      “Any thoughts on how to get across?” Mike looked at Ratu and Zel.

      “No ideas from me. My people had no interest in getting in, and we are shit at rope climbing.” Zel looked at the cliff. “You might be able to scramble across the stones of the mountain, maybe.”

      “I’m going to veto that unless you have a potion that lets me climb like a spider. Or float. Or teleport.”

      “Even if I did, they took all my stuff. Not super happy about that, but…” She shrugged, her breasts rippling under her shirt.

      “Ratu? You got any tricks?”

      “Yes, but there is an antimagic aura around the stones. If you flew over there, you would feel a brief static shock and then fall.” She looked up. “I see windows. Maybe if we had a long enough rope and a grappling hook?”

      “Fuck. I was really hoping we could hide here until early morning and then sneak out through the portal when the centaurs were sleeping. Any chance we could make the portal from here?”

      Zel shook her head. “That whole area is a mess right now. Even with the trails intact, that’s at least a couple of hours from here, and it’s going to get very dark on the mountain. We could find a light source, but then they would know right where we are.”

      “Wonderful.” He hung his head. “I really don’t have any ideas right now.”

      They stood there in silence, and he was about to suggest they go find somewhere else to hide when the drawbridge suddenly lowered. Several minutes passed before it scraped gently onto the stones by their feet. He took a tentative step onto the thick wooden planks. Bands of iron reinforced the structure, and he walked carefully across, his eyes on the large opening.

      A tiny ball of light shot toward them and hovered halfway across. It expanded, revealing Daisy. Her torso and waist were covered in yellow furs, and her arms and legs were black. She signed something to Mike, then pointed down the mountain.

      “I’m sorry, Daisy. I don’t know sign language.” He held up his hands apologetically.

      She signed something else, pointing to herself and then him.

      “I know your name because I saw one of Emily’s memories. The one where you guys met Bigfoot. Way before all this craziness.”

      Her limbs became a blur of movement as she hastily signed something else.

      “I have no idea what you are trying to say. Slow down.”

      Daisy pantomimed opening a bottle.

      “Is that why you lowered the bridge?”

      A nod.

      “Okay, then. So we can stay here for the night?”

      Another nod.

      “Is…is the snow queen here?”

      This time, Daisy shook her head.

      “She’s telling the truth,” Ratu said, her eyes briefly blazing with magic. “I don’t sense Yuki or her magic anywhere nearby, though I do detect traces of…something. Nothing that worries me.”

      He let out a sigh. Finally, a stroke of good luck. He crossed the drawbridge, grateful at how wide and stable it was. Behind him, Zel’s hooves clinked against the metal bands when she walked. Once they were across, Daisy flew into a small room nearby and fiddled with some levers that moved easily when she pushed against them with her whole body.

      Behind them, the drawbridge pulled itself up, clunking into place.
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      Mike wasn’t sure what he expected to see once inside the tower, but it certainly wasn’t this.

      What he had thought was the entrance to the tower was in fact an outer wall. A large courtyard full of flowers and creeper vines would have been impressive enough, but the sheer number of butterflies, bees, and even birds had him staring in awe. An entire ecosystem had been formed inside these walls, complete with a small waterfall that flowed out of the cliff itself and fed into an irrigation canal. The water eventually filled a fountain in the middle of the yard that was an exact replica of Naia’s fountain back home.

      At the back of the courtyard, rising ominously into the sky, was the actual entrance to the tower. The top of it was higher than the nearby peak that the tower seemed to grow from.

      “This place is surprisingly peaceful.” Zel approached one of the garden beds to inspect it. “Hey, most of these are vegetables!”

      “I found some strawberries over here.” Ratu plucked a few of them and tossed them in her mouth. “Mmm, they’re good.”

      Salivating, Mike approached the bushes, and the three of them picked the fruit. Daisy seemed content to watch the group, occasionally moving away from a bee or butterfly determined to interact with her. They could hear the trumpeting of horns in the distance.

      “Should we worry about that?” Mike asked.

      “Nah. The only way the centaurs have ever gotten in was if the drawbridge was down,” Zel said. “Well, at least that I know of.”

      “Is that true?” he asked Daisy. The fairy nodded and made some hand signs.

      “I honestly don’t understand you.”

      “But I might.” Ratu licked the juices of a blackberry off her finger and held up her hand with the same finger outstretched. “Come here.”

      Daisy seemed nervous but with a glance at Mike, landed on the naga’s finger.

      “When you sign something, I want you to visualize the word. Try to keep it simple though.” Ratu closed her eyes and made a Y with the thumb and pinky of her free hand. She moved Daisy close to her forehead, placing her thumb on her own forehead and her pinky on Daisy’s.

      Daisy made a couple of signs, and Ratu’s face scrunched up.

      “Yuki…gone,” Ratu said. “Tower…safe from…outsiders.”

      “Are you reading her mind?” Zel asked.

      “Kind of. Now be quiet, unless you have a question for her. Keep them simple. I can only pick up bits of it. Fairies think differently than mortals do.”

      “Is there a way to get home?” Mike asked.

      “Only…portal. Guarded by…Jabberwock.” Ratu winced between words, her brow furrowed in concentration.

      “What the fuck is a…oh shit.” The word came to him from out of a memory of a movie he had seen. “Are we in Wonderland?”

      “Not…Wonderland. Yuki…lonely and…scared. Make Jabberwock…for protection.”

      “From who?”

      “Emily…ah shit.” Ratu moved the fairy away from her face and wiped blood away from her nose. “Yeah, I’m done doing that. It was a stupid idea anyway. Reading a fairy’s mind is like trying to read a newspaper using a strobe light. Damn.” She found a stone bench to sit on and lay down on her back. “Try not to bother me for a bit. My head is pounding.”

      “She was afraid of Emily.” He held out his finger for Daisy, and she landed on it. “Did she have a good reason to be afraid of her?”

      Daisy nodded and pointed to the tower door.

      “Is the tower dangerous?”

      Daisy thought about the question for several seconds. She pointed toward the top of the tower and shook her head. She then pointed toward the door, pantomimed walking in with her feet, and then nodded.

      “So parts of the tower are dangerous. Can you keep me away from those parts?”

      Daisy nodded and fluttered away toward the entry of the tower. She left a glittering trail in the air behind her.

      “Is that wise?” Zel asked. “Going in by yourself?”

      “You’re welcome to come with me.”

      “Yeah, no thanks. I spent my childhood being terrified of the place.”

      “Ratu?”

      “Ugh, don’t talk to me.” The naga had covered her eyes. “If you want to go now, you’ll have to go without me. Just let me take a nap.” She folded in on herself and turned into a snake. Coiling up on the bench, she closed her eyes.

      He frowned. It was going to be dark soon, and he didn’t like the idea of sleeping outside, no matter how tame the courtyard garden seemed. The glittering trail hovered in the air, so he followed it, walking up to the rounded walls of the tower.

      Staring up them, he felt a brief moment of vertigo. The tower was several stories high and had a few windows and ledges. To his right, he could hear the waterfall flowing out of the cliff. He turned to look at it. It was literally a hole carved into the stone. He wondered if there was a lake somewhere nearby or if Yuki had put in an aqueduct system. Stepping inside the tower, he slowed his movements to a crawl, waiting for a trap to spring.

      Torches on the wall lit up at his entry, and the glittering trail hooked a hard left just inside the entrance. Looking at the ground, he saw faint lines in the dirt around the block in front of him.

      “It’s a trap,” he muttered, stepping around it and following the trail. When he waved his hand through it, the trail scattered like dust, so he walked just to the left to leave it intact. A flight of stairs ascended the circular wall, and Daisy was waiting for him at the bottom. She pointed at a lever, so he shrugged and gave it a pull.

      A mechanism clicked somewhere, and Daisy flew over to the trapped stone and landed on it repeatedly.

      “It’s safe now?” he asked.

      She nodded, then took off toward him and up the stairs, the glittering trail forming behind her once more. The tower was rather large but mostly empty. Any furnishings had long ago been stripped away, and nearly every floor had a set of traps that he could easily disable with a lever or a touch of a button.

      Nearing the top of the tower, they entered a room with a pair of black double doors at the other end and another flight of stairs. Daisy pointed at the doors several times and shook her head.

      “Is that the dangerous part?” he asked. Happy to be understood, she nodded and flew up the stairs. He followed her until the wall suddenly opened up to reveal a large balcony with a breathtaking view of the valley below. He stepped away from Daisy’s trail and approached the railing. Up here, flower boxes had been filled with roses, violets, and plenty of other blooms he couldn’t identify. He put his hands on the railing and looked down.

      He could just barely see the edge of the centaur settlement. There appeared to be no activity from them, but he could see most of the trail that had led Mike, Zel, and Ratu here. A small cluster of centaurs moved along it, carrying weapons, but that was all he could see. He guessed they were maybe an hour out from the tower, if that. Straight down was a sheer drop, and to the left, he could see part of the courtyard. Zel was wandering around, collecting food in a small pile. He had passed through a kitchen on the way up and wondered if she could bake them something.

      To the right was another courtyard, but this one was barren of life. Instead, dozens of statues had been shoved up against the walls, packed in like sardines. They reminded him of the terra-cotta warriors from China, except they seemed to be far more lifelike. Plus, all of them were centaurs, which was kind of weird.

      Daisy tugged at his shirt collar, so he went back to following her. They walked into a large bedroom with a four-poster bed and a small library against the wall. A chaise lounge near another balcony had an old book on it.

      “Is this Yuki’s room?” He walked to the balcony and looked out. The view from here was even better, allowing him to see the full length of the valley below. Centaur trails were easy to spot between the trees, and he could watch the sun disappear behind the sliver of ocean in the distance. He could just barely make out the sparkle of sunlight on the water, then looked away, blinking spots out of his eyes.

      Looking around the room, he was grateful the whole tower had magical torches in the walls that kept the place well lit. An old rug on the floor looked like it had been around to witness the death of Christ; it had been worn down in places to the threads beneath. To its credit, the room was certainly clean, not that there was much to get dirty.

      Daisy got his attention and flew over to the bookshelf, pointing at something. He ignored her, instead picking up the book on the table.

      It was an old, illustrated copy of Alice in Wonderland. The pages were wilted, many of them dog-eared. Notes had been written all along the margins in what looked to be Japanese.

      “Interesting.” He set down the book and walked over to where Daisy was pointing. The shelf had a few books on it but also a chalkboard. When he pulled this out, Daisy blew a handful of glitter onto it.

      “Hi,” it displayed in glittery yellow letters. He looked at her, and she gave a small wave.

      “We can use this to communicate. Good idea!” He tucked the slate under an arm and pulled out the books. They were leather-bound journals, and while a few of them were empty, many of them had been written in. These were done in another language as well.

      “Are there any other traps I need to worry about?” he asked.

      Daisy nodded and then blew a kiss at the chalkboard. “I can show you.”

      “Let’s bring the others inside and see what we can make of these.” He took the books with him and went downstairs. Daisy showed him a few more traps to turn off on the way, and he met Zel out front. She held a small armful of produce.

      “Is there a kitchen in there? I can make us a stew.” Zel held up a large squash. “I’m starving.”

      Mike’s stomach growled in response. “There sure is. Daisy, can you show her?” The fairy nodded enthusiastically and flew back into the tower, leaving a glitter trail behind her. “There’re a lot of stairs. Is that gonna be a problem?”

      Zel shrugged. “Only if they’re narrow or made of wood.”

      “Nope. Wide stone all the way up.”

      “I figured. This tower is plenty large enough; wouldn’t think whoever built it would skimp on materials.” She trotted in through the doors and disappeared.

      Ratu was still lying on her bench. He sat down on the ground next to her. “Feeling better?”

      “A bit.” She opened her eyes. “Did I hear something about food?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Night’s coming, but the tower is safe enough. It looks like some centaurs are headed our way. Do you think they can get in?”

      “Doubt it, but let’s check.” Sitting up, she rubbed her temples, then looked at his burden. “What do you have there?”

      “You tell me.” He handed over the books he had grabbed. “Spells or something?”

      Ratu sniffed the cover of one and then opened it. “Nope. It appears to be a journal.”

      “You can read it?”

      “Most of it. It’s written in Japanese.” Flipping through the pages, Ratu revealed a few drawings scattered throughout, then set the book down on the bench. “I’ll take a look at those after we check the battlements.”

      “Battlements?”

      “Those.” She pointed at the walkways near the top of the large wall. “I can promise we’re not leaving tonight. I’m exhausted, it’s getting dark, and those centaurs are certainly upset with you.”

      He shrugged. “They were being dicks. Act like a dick, you get fucked.” His treatment at their hands had been no different from some of the assholes he had grown up with. It had been bad enough when his mom was still alive but after the accident had somehow been worse. Orion in particular reminded him of the alpha jock at every school he had bounced around to, always going out of their way to ensure the new kid knew his place. He could pretend to understand the centaur culture all he liked, but the fact that they hadn’t even wanted to hear him out had left him with zero sympathy for their feelings.

      “Yeah, well they certainly got fucked. Again and again.” Ratu grinned, popping another strawberry into her mouth. “Did you know that was going to happen?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “No idea. I gave it to Zel when they had captured us, but when she didn’t use it, I wondered if it was some type of poison or something. As someone who has experienced Mandragora pollen firsthand, I can assure you that many of them will be more than a little sore in the morning.”

      They both stood and approached the thick ladder that went up the wall. He climbed up first, walking cautiously toward the edge and marveling at the view. The tower had been built into the side of the mountain, but from here, he could see how the bottom of it sloped away into nothingness, revealing the vast expanse below. Large holes had been cut in the stone, deep ones that looked like the result of something having been mounted there.

      “Ballistae,” Ratu said, reading his mind. “Think like a giant crossbow.”

      “Strange.” The holes seemed to go around the perimeter of the tower. “Why would you need to fire giant bolts off a steep drop? Is someone attacking from the sky?”

      “That’s a great question. An even better one is this: Why is the tower made of a different stone than the mountain?”

      Mike surveyed the grayish cobblestone beneath their feet, following them with his eyes until they merged with the cold granite of the cliff. The colors were indeed mismatched. “It looks like someone shoved this tower into the mountain.”

      “Or teleported it here.” Ratu winked. “The centaurs were told to guard this place, so it’s likely this whole world was created to defend this tower from intrusion. I can sense magic inside, so it wouldn’t surprise me if something important was stored here at some point.”

      “Do you think the architect built this tower?”

      She shrugged. “No idea. Why is this world in your wardrobe in the first place? Why not put it deep in the greenhouse, several days’ journey out? Very little makes sense in the Radley house, you know.”

      “Ha, ha,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Maybe the tower holds the user manual for the house. I certainly wouldn’t mind some Ikea instructions for how to activate all its hidden passageways.”

      “What’s an Ikea?” She looked over his shoulder. “Never mind that. Our friends have arrived.”

      A large cloud of dust rolled off the mountain, and the sound of a nearby horn startled him. Dark figures emerged from the cloud, carrying unlit torches in their hands. The centaur toward the front had a dark look on his face, and Mike immediately recognized Zel’s betrothed. Orion carried a spear with a flag attached to it. When he spiked it into the dirt, the flag caught the wind and revealed an image similar to a coat of arms. This one had the outline of a centaur carrying a bow, with falcons circling him.

      “You forfeited the trial!” Orion shouted. “Lower your bridge and return what is rightfully mine and then face me like a man!” Mike noticed that Orion now wore a thick bracelet on his wrist and wondered if that was from the trial of endurance. If so, he must have come straight up from the ocean and assembled a small war party. The centaurs behind him were now planting torches in rocky crevices and setting up small tents.

      “Are they planning to camp here?”

      “Looks like it.” Ratu summoned a ball of fire. “Should I roast them?”

      “Not yet.” They watched the centaurs assemble their camp. There were about five tents along the trail and nearly twenty centaurs wandering among them. He wondered if there were even more hidden away around the corner. He looked up at the mountain, then back at the trail. “You don’t suppose they could push boulders onto us or something?”

      “Doubt it. That looks like a sheer climb to get up there, and it would take a hell of a push to get a boulder to cross the distance.”

      “Hey! I’m talking to you!” Orion picked up a spear and lobbed it at them. Mike and Ratu stepped away from each other, the spear shooting between them and landing in the garden below.

      “That’ll be enough of that.” Ratu knelt and pulled a piece of chalk from her pocket. Another spear flew over the battlements before a glimmering aura radiated up from the stone. The next spear bounced off the barrier and fell down the cliff.

      “How long will that hold?”

      “Until morning. Simple shield spell that will keep them from bombarding us with arrows while we walk around in the garden.” Ratu paced the battlements and drew a couple more sigils, spacing them apart. “These overlap a bit, which will help us if they get smart enough to break one of them.”

      “How could they break one?”

      “Coordinated fire. Either a bunch of them firing at the same spot one after the other or everyone firing on a small area at the same time.” Another arrow broke on impact a few feet above them. “However, this does present us with a new problem.”

      “I’m guessing it involves getting to the portal with an angry centaur mob at our door?” From below, at the edge of the cliff trail, Orion was shouting for Mike’s attention. Mike briefly wondered if he could quickly lower the bridge and crush the feisty centaur beneath it.

      Ratu nodded. “If I had the time and materials, I could probably fly us there, but that nasty monster of hers is still circling that area. I can fight or fly, not both.” She grabbed the top of the ladder and descended, a cool breeze grabbing the sides of her kimono and exposing her legs.

      “If we can get there, could you fight that thing? The Jabberwock?” He followed her down, wincing at the sound of a pair of arrows breaking on the barrier. From down here, he could just barely hear Orion’s voice over the wall.

      “Maybe. But I think it might be time to face a hard truth.” Ratu swept her hair out of her eyes. “I don’t think we’re going to make it back in time.”

      He shook his head. “I refuse to believe that. There’s always a way. Nothing’s impossible.”

      “Your optimism aside, I can’t think of any way to get to the portal by tomorrow morning. Can you?”

      “I…” A sick feeling had formed in his gut. How long could the others hold out against the society? “Surely there’s got to be a way. I refuse to believe it can’t be done.”

      “That’s why it’s called a hard truth. Sometime tomorrow, the dial will reset, and the society will come. However…” A grim smile broke across Ratu’s face. “I also fail to believe that the fight for them will be easy with an angry kitsune guarding the house.”

      “Do you think she stands a chance against them?”

      “Possibly. Right now, our biggest worry is going to be how to get home.” Ratu picked up the journals.

      “We just need to get back to the portal.”

      “You’ve forgotten something important. You left the key in the wardrobe.”

      His face fell, and the world spun around him. Putting a hand on Ratu for support, he knelt, waiting for the dizziness to pass. He had been so focused on getting back up the mountain that he’d never once considered the idea that Yuki had locked them in.

      “Hey. Don’t worry about it.” Ratu rubbed his lower back. “Let’s focus on the things we can do. Like get something to eat?”

      Mike swallowed the giant lump that had formed in his throat and stood, blinking away the tears that had already welled in his eyes. Everyone was counting on him, and the weight was suddenly crushing. Closing his eyes, he took several breaths. Ratu was right. Freaking out now wasn’t going to get him home any faster. A good meal might help him focus better anyway.

      She took his hand and led him inside.
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        * * *

      

      Yuki filled the bathtub to the brim with hot water, trying her best to ignore Naia’s absence. After she stripped off her robes, her tails swished in the hot, humid air of the bathroom as she stepped over the tub wall and into the water, the warmth rapidly climbing her legs.

      When the tub overflowed, she sighed, remembering there wasn’t a nymph to prevent a mess from being made. She opened the drain and snapped her fingers, causing the water on the floor to flow in reverse until it was back in the tub. Satisfied she wouldn’t flood the bathroom, she stoppered the tub once more and lay back.

      The tears came slowly at first but then flowed freely once the full weight of her reality sunk in on her. How had things gotten out of control so fast? Sure, she had expected some resistance to her taking ownership of the home, but she definitely hadn’t expected everybody to forget about her. The fight with Abella had been exhausting in more ways than one, and seeing the look of horror on Sofia’s face as she’d turned to stone had twisted a knife in Yuki’s heart.

      Tink had fled into the Labyrinth with others Yuki hadn’t recognized. Determined not to be ambushed later, she had frozen the reflecting pool so that none of them could take a shortcut back. She would deal with them eventually, but for now, she just couldn’t handle it anymore. Years of pent-up anger had taken their toll, and all she wanted was a nice, hot bath.

      Her tails floated along the surface, so she took several minutes to wash them clean with soap and shampoo. Most of her bathing had been restricted to the rivers of her prison, though she had, on occasion, made herself an actual bath. However, proper shampoo was far superior to toiletries stolen from the centaurs. She had done her best to avoid them for many years, but their paths had eventually crossed. How many times had a group of warriors clustered near her tower, demanding entry? She had turned them all to stone, moving their statues out back. She had debated tossing them from the tower to shatter on the rocks below, but Daisy had convinced her that keeping them in storage could have certain benefits as well.

      After a good scrub and rinse, she drained the tub a bit to get rid of the dirt and filled it up again. Then she grabbed a nearby towel and soaked it in hot water. She got it nice and wet and placed it over her face, letting the heat open her pores.

      The water streaming down her face mixed with more tears, and a sob escaped her lips. This was not the triumphant return she had expected, and she couldn’t help but wonder if she was going about everything all wrong. The urge to release Naia was tempting, but her old confidante would likely not be in the mood to speak with her unless she brought back Mike first.

      She simply couldn’t. After what had happened with Emily, there was no way she could trust another human being with the house.

      The warmth of the tub soaked into her core, and she let out a sigh.

      “Feels nice, doesn’t it?” Naia was scrubbing a much younger Yuki’s back, her fingers massaging the muscles beneath.

      “Your hands are magical,” Yuki replied. Intense warmth radiated out from where Naia touched her, relieving aches and pains. Yuki and Emily had just returned from a quick trip to Europe that had failed miserably and resulted in a fight with a bridge troll. They had gotten banged up a little but had eventually escaped to the safety of the forest. “Is that nymph-specific magic or water magic?”

      “It’s water magic. I can teach you sometime.” Naia’s thumbs dug into some tight muscles around Yuki’s left shoulder blade. “You can learn a lot about a person by how their muscles are wound up.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “It’s true. For instance, you have a sore spot down here”—Naia’s hand moved below Yuki’s ribs—“that’s from an impact.”

      “Yeah. I got kicked.” It had hurt like a bitch too.

      “Tightness in your legs is from running. Most of these are easy. However, I want to talk about this.” Naia’s thumb found a muscle by Yuki’s neck that twinged once it was touched. “This is from carrying the weight of a secret.”

      Yuki felt a chill go down her spine. “A…a secret?”

      “You know what I’m talking about. Don’t play dumb.” Naia leaned forward and gave her a hug. “I see how you look at her.”

      She blushed. “Is it that obvious?”

      Naia laughed. “Of course it is. You’re different when you’re around her.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s hard to describe in words, but you practically glow when she talks to you, hanging on nearly every word. That’s not a bad thing, you know.”

      Yuki let out a long sigh. It was true; Emily occupied most of her waking thoughts now, which didn’t make much sense. She had never given a human more than a second thought, unless they had wronged her and she wanted revenge. “About that. My feelings for her…are they because of her magic?”

      “No. You’ve lived here for a few years now, and if it were magic, it would wear off when she wasn’t around. That, and it does take a deliberate effort on my part to make someone think they love me, and Emily wouldn’t do that.” Naia slid her arms around Yuki’s waist and gave her a tight hug. “Think of it this way. Why do you like her so much?”

      “I…” How could such complicated yet delicate emotions be put into words? “It’s how she sees me. Growing up in Japan, it was always about survival for me. If people weren’t suspicious, they were enamored; there was no in-between. Being what I am, it was hard to find anybody willing to see me for me, and when I’m with Emily, she treats me like everybody else here. Maybe it’s stupid to like someone because they don’t give you special treatment, but there it is. Do you know how many legends about kitsune revolve around granting wishes, immortality, or even becoming a god? It’s why I fled to China in the first place. When she looks at me, it’s just me, and that’s what makes me feel special.”

      “Hmm. I would argue she doesn’t treat you like everyone else.” Naia placed a tiny kiss on the top of Yuki’s head. “Emily spends way more time with you than she does with any others. Surely you’ve noticed?”

      “That’s because she needs my help when she goes exploring. My magic can protect her.”

      “Sure, when you leave the house. But what about inside the house? She could have brought anyone else down into the Labyrinth you two found, yet you often go down there for hours at a time, just searching through it. I would even argue Abella would be a better choice, or perhaps Tink.”

      “I can sense the Labyrinth’s traps, and my magic can protect us when we trigger them.”

      Naia laughed. “While that may be true, she can sense danger far better than you can. Almost any of us could go down with her and still be perfectly safe. I guess what I’m trying to say is—”

      “Don’t say it.” Emily walked into the bathroom, holding a book in her hand. Yuki’s cheeks burned, and Naia dissolved into the water, just her head floating on the surface. “If she is going to hear it from anyone, I would prefer she hear it from me.”

      “As you wish.” Naia vanished beneath the water, leaving a small tide pool behind that eventually burst.

      “May I join you?” Emily asked, setting the book down on the bathroom counter.

      “I…I guess.” Yuki looked away while Emily undressed. They had seen each other naked plenty of times, but now she was too embarrassed to look. Emily eased into the bath across from Yuki, letting out a moan of pleasure when the warm water swirled around her waist.

      “I wasn’t trying to snoop, by the way. I found that book in the Library and thought you might like it but heard you talking about me.” She chuckled, her eyes on the water. “I confess, it was something of a relief to hear some of the things you said. Before I say anything else, I just want you to know that…I like you. A lot.”

      Yuki swallowed the lump in her throat. “You do?”

      “Yeah, I do. Some years before you moved in, we had an…incident here in the house. As much as I love everybody who lives here, I was feeling lonely and thought I had met a kindred spirit. I met him the year I traveled abroad to plant the trees for the portals, and brought him back here with me to meet the others. It was great at first, but things changed. Turns out the guy was no good for me, and he put everyone in danger.”

      Emily let out a sigh, tracing her finger across the surface of the water. “After what he did, I was afraid to leave the house or even be outside. The others helped me get past that, and it occurred to me that what he tried to do was what happens to creatures like you all over the world. That feeling was the only way I was able to leave this place, to help others. I was even more determined to make this house a safe haven for creatures like you. As you know, I wasn’t super successful in finding others, but that changed when you came.”

      “How so?” Yuki’s ears had cocked toward the sound of Emily’s voice, Yuki hanging on every word.

      “Well, you were able to travel with me. The others, not so much. At first it was nice when I realized I had someone to keep me company. Well, you and Daisy.” Emily smiled at the thought of the yellow fairy. “But something else happened. You see, even though I’m formidable in my own right, I still struggled with what happened. That man walked in here and almost took everything away from not just me but everybody. Since that day, I’ve been under a cloud. The shadow follows me no matter where I go, a feeling of helplessness that never quite drifted off. Do you remember that first trip we took together?”

      Yuki laughed. “Down to South America? That was a lot of fun.”

      “It was. We struck out hard, but I’m talking about that night we got spotted by that group of men. Remember, the ones that chased us into that alley?”

      “I do. There were five of them, and they pulled knives on us. They wanted us to come with them.”

      “And do you remember what you did?”

      Yuki grinned. “I do. I fought them off.” Centuries of living had taught her many things, but some of the most important were the various martial arts she had picked up while traveling through Japan and China.

      “You did. But you did it without magic. That impressed me, your ability to show such restraint. Even more so, when you were done, you asked if I was okay. During those tense few moments, watching you knock those men around as if they were children, I felt something that I hadn’t felt in a while.” Emily smiled, stirring the bathwater with one finger. “I felt safe.”

      “I think I understand that. When the Japanese decided they wanted to expand their empire, there were rumors of an elite unit of men and women who were capturing magical creatures and attempting to strip away their abilities. It was a technology Germany had been working on for years. So I fled to China, bouncing from village to village to stay a few steps ahead of the Japanese occupation. I couldn’t let them get their hands on me, not when so many of my kin had already been captured.”

      Emily nodded, her breasts bobbing in the water. “I found one of their facilities once, not too long after I inherited the house. It was based out of Hiroshima. I seduced an intelligence officer who then took me on a tour of his military base, hoping to get a blow job when we were done. When he showed me the building, I could feel the magic radiating off it and knew it for what it was. A storage area for magical creatures. Knowing I couldn’t do anything, I ran away that very night, not even bothering to go back to my hotel. I found out some years later that he was executed for showing me and that the Japanese military tried to track me down, thinking I was a spy. Luckily I had stowed away on a commercial fishing vessel and found a way home from South Korea. I didn’t leave here until after the war was over.”

      Yuki sighed. “Yes, the war. It was a terrifying time for everybody. Magical creatures are typically territorial, and being from Japan made it even worse. I rarely stayed anywhere longer than a couple of months because eventually something would sniff me out and a fight would ensue. Rumors of a magical fox that could grant wishes began to dog me everywhere I went. I gave up on living among mortals, and that’s why you found me hiding in a cave. When you brought me here, I was just waiting for the trap to be sprung, but I was okay with it because you brought me to America. The US is a much safer place for creatures like me. But when you showed me genuine kindness and let me come and go as I please, I felt safe for the first time in a long time as well.”

      The smile that crossed Emily’s face lit up the room. Small bubbles floated up from the surface of the bath. “Maybe that’s why we mesh so well. We both know what it’s like to be terrified and then find solace.” She slid closer to Yuki, placing her hand on Yuki’s knee. “But it’s become more than that for me.”

      Yuki swallowed, staring at the hand on her knee. It was warm from the bath but not enough to account for the heat inside her. The rest of the room had suddenly fallen away, her focus entirely on that patch of skin that now connected them. Her heart was beating fast now, her thoughts sliding away before she could contemplate them.

      “I first noticed it after our trip into Canada. I was checking on something as a favor to a friend, and you and I came across that witch. We tried to let her be, since it didn’t seem like she was hurting anything, but then she got upset because her cover had been blown. I was completely out of my depth, and we got separated.”

      Yuki remembered it well. The woman could turn herself into a large bear and had made them lose each other in a snowstorm. “It took me hours, but I was able to find you. The witch had taken you back to her home and put you in that cage made of whale bones.”

      “That’s right. When you burst through her front door and tore into her, I realized I wasn’t just happy you had come to save me, but I was happy to see you again, to know that you were safe. It was a feeling I hadn’t felt in some time, and I didn’t know how to put it into words.” Emily’s free hand landed on Yuki’s other knee. “You’re good at hiding your emotions, but that makes sense. You’re a kitsune. I didn’t think you felt the same way that I did so kept my thoughts to myself.”

      “Emily.” Yuki spoke her name as if it was a prayer. With Emily’s hand on both Yuki’s knees, she was all too aware of the position they were now in. Heat flowed back and forth between her knees, passing through her groin with every heartbeat. She was breathing hard now, staring into Emily’s gold-flecked eyes.

      “I can feel you now. I couldn’t before, but now that we’re being honest with each other, your arousal is like a perfume to me.” Emily parted Yuki’s legs, moving forward until their mouths were only a few inches apart. Yuki gasped at the sheer smell of her. It was like standing in a field of blooming wildflowers.

      Golden bubbles drifted off the surface of the water, popping in the air with the tinkling of bells.

      “You…we…” Yuki didn’t know what to say. Her head was suddenly full of fog. She was finally able to latch onto a single thought, an emotion that kept driving her forward. “Emily?”

      “Yes?”

      “I…I think I’m in love with you.”

      Emily’s fingers slid onto Yuki’s thighs. She leaned forward, those golden eyes of hers filling Yuki’s vision, expanding outward until they were all that existed.

      “I’m falling for you, Yuki. Put your arms out and catch me.”

      When their lips met, Yuki lost control of her form, her body sprouting fur all over. She couldn’t bring herself to care, her entire being now tied up inside that kiss, their tongues moving cautiously over one another. The bathwater was swirling around them, Emily’s magic manifesting in its movements.

      Emily’s lips tasted of mint and springtime, and her hands moved off of Yuki’s legs and onto her hips. Yuki had kissed her fair share of men and women over the last century but never with such passion. Her twin tails burst out of the bath, splashing water everywhere and popping several golden bubbles.

      They broke the kiss, both of them laughing.

      “I love how soft your fur feels,” Emily told her, running a hand along Yuki’s side. It had grown in underneath the kitsune’s breasts and all along her backside, with bare patches around her belly button and above her breasts. Her sideburns had extended down her cheeks and onto her neck.

      “You should feel it when it’s dry.”

      “Oh, I intend to.” Emily tilted Yuki’s chin upward and placed a small kiss on the delicate flesh beneath, working her way down Yuki’s neck. Every kiss sent chills through Yuki’s body, somehow feeding into the building heat in between her legs.

      Emily’s lips found the top of Yuki’s breasts, and those gentle pecks became insistent nibbles once they neared her nipples. Yuki purred, closing her eyes and leaning back to give Emily full access to her breasts. Every bite stopped just short of being painful, and every lick was followed up with a cool blast of air from Emily. Yuki’s nipples were hard now, her wide areolae giving Emily plenty of real estate to play with.

      A pair of fingers teased Yuki’s labia, tracing gentle patterns around her puffy lips through her thick pubic hair. Yuki opened her legs wide, giving Emily full access to her sex. Those fingers eventually found their way inside, spreading apart and stretching wide Yuki’s vaginal canal.

      The fox let out a cry, the sweet agony of being stretched open by Emily too much for her mind to handle. A subtle fox fire glow formed along her hands, her magic leaking out in response to the stimulation.

      “I’ve never seen anyone react that way before,” Emily told her with a smile.

      “I’ve never felt this way about someone before.” Yuki pulled Emily in for a kiss, thrusting her hips into Emily’s hand. Those fingers slid deep inside her, curling up and stirring her insides. Magic flowed from Emily into Yuki, igniting a series of orgasm-like tremors that had the kitsune growling in pleasure.

      “Do you like that? It’s a trick Naia taught me.” Emily’s voice was coming from a floating bubble nearby, her mouth currently busy with Yuki’s breast.

      “I do.”

      “Here’s another one.” Emily scooted back, her pendulous breasts dangling between them. With a wink, she sank beneath the water, her mouth replacing her hand. Her tongue was impossibly long, swirling across Yuki’s clit and then sliding inside of her. It expanded, filling Yuki up completely, and she began slapping the sides of the tub with her hands, scattering fox fire along the floor and wall where it clung like soap bubbles, casting an ominous glow across the room.

      “Oh, Emily!” Yuki thrust her hips into Emily’s face, desperate to feel her and yet afraid this was just a dream. If she awoke, she knew her heart would break. So many fantasies were coming true for her right now, her entire world now confined to this little room. She had met someone who completed her, who could keep her safe and cherish her. Someone that felt the same way about her.

      The Caretaker was underwater for several minutes, and Yuki started to worry. She grabbed Emily’s hair to pull her up, but Emily slapped her hand away.

      “I can breathe underwater,” she said via another bubble. “Just relax and let me do my thing.” Emily’s tongue and fingers seemed to multiply beneath the water, and phantom hands grabbed Yuki’s thighs, holding her in place as the pressure on her clit increased.

      Yuki put her hands out, trying to grab onto the sides of the tub, but she couldn’t get a decent grip. Instead, she buried her hands in Emily’s hair, holding her in place as Yuki’s whole body flooded with vibrations. She let go of Emily and dragged her claws along the tub, leaving deep grooves.

      When she came, it was with a rush of heat to her loins, and her thighs squeezed Emily like a vise. Yuki’s growl echoed off the walls until she let out a guttural moan, her body letting go of all its tension. The surface of the water sparkled as if glitter floated on it, and the fox fire climbed the walls of the room like magical slugs, some breaking free of the wall to hover overhead like will-o’-the-wisps.

      Emily’s head emerged from underwater. “Wow!” She rubbed her jaw, massaging it by the joint. “I didn’t think your legs were so strong.”

      “I like to think I’m still full of surprises.” Yuki sat up in the tub, a mischievous grin crossing her face. “Turn around for me? I want to see that wonderful ass of yours.”

      “Ooh, someone’s getting bold.” Emily faced away from Yuki, her ass rising from the water. Rivulets of it flowed off the sides of her juicy curves, and she wiggled her golden muff back and forth, her swollen labia dripping with her own fluids.

      “It’s easy being bold when you feel like you’ve won the lottery.” Yuki smacked her on the ass playfully, then buried her face in Emily’s cunt.

      “Oh, you’re good at this,” Emily told her, pushing back into Yuki’s face.

      From here, Yuki felt like she was smelling the very depths of Emily’s soul. Her magic, her spirit, and her body all existed in this place, the taste and smell flooding Yuki’s head with information. The kitsune inhaled it all, letting her tongue roll across Emily’s clitoral hood. Able to sense Emily’s arousal on such an intimate level, she established a set of movements meant to maximize pleasure.

      The water of the tub swirled around them. For a second, Yuki wondered if Naia had returned but soon sensed that the response came from Emily alone. She had clearly attuned herself to the nymph, able to replicate her abilities with ease.

      “Mmm, don’t stop,” Emily begged, bracing herself against the faucet.

      Grinning inwardly, Yuki stroked her own clit, willing it to elongate. She felt it engorge with blood, stretching well past its limits. The process itself was pleasurable, and she moaned into Emily, distracted by the sensation.

      “Ooh, what are you doing back there?” Emily looked over her shoulder, but Yuki slapped her on the ass again.

      “Turn around,” she growled. Satisfied Emily wasn’t looking, Yuki sat up, water dripping free of the massive cock she had grown. It was shiny and pink, the base of it surrounded by her stretched-out labia. Just as Emily was about to turn around again, Yuki grabbed onto her ass with both hands and plunged herself into Emily’s soaking-wet vagina.

      “HOLY FUCK!” Emily’s back arched, and the water in the bath exploded outward, soaking the room.

      Yuki fucked her frantically, fighting the urge to come again so soon. Her new cock was hypersensitive, and the pressure it put on her G-spot every time she pushed into Emily was incredible.

      “Oh, Yuki, you’re perfect,” Emily cried, pushing backward for more. Yuki pounded her for several minutes, the air filling with steam and glitter. Emily’s moans grew steadily louder, the water level in the tub slowly dropping away.

      Just when Emily was about to come, she reached a hand back and grabbed at Yuki’s shaft. Yuki grunted, enjoying the sensation of Emily’s fingers, but was caught off guard when those fingers slid down the base of her cock and found her tight vaginal opening.

      “Oh my—” Yuki’s breath was taken away when Emily hooked her fingers inside Yuki’s narrow vagina, pulling Yuki forward by her G-spot. Every time Yuki slammed into Emily, her cock tingled with pleasure and heat. When she rocked back, her vaginal walls were pulled at by Emily’s fingers, filling her groin with pressure.

      She didn’t last.

      Growling again, Yuki buried herself in Emily and howled in sexual release. As if on demand, Emily responded with a cry of her own, the glittery steam swirling around and scattering the fox fire into glowing motes that filled the air like fireflies. Both of them came for several seconds, their magic swirling above their heads and mixing together. The lights flickered and went out, giving Yuki the impression that they now floated in space, the stars of the universe watching them.

      Yuki leaned forward on Emily, her cock deflating, transforming slowly back into her clit. Emily slid from beneath her, and they held each other. In the faux starlight, the only sounds to be heard were their breathing and the dripping of water.

      Eventually the lights came back on, revealing they had made an absolute mess of the bathroom. Yuki was able to casually extinguish the fox fire, and the water that had been splashed around the room began a slow crawl back into the tub to drain properly.

      Several quiet minutes passed. Yuki felt tears on her own face but left them. Tears of joy were special, and she didn’t feel like carelessly discarding them just yet.

      “C’mon. Let’s go somewhere a little more comfortable.” Emily stood, the leftover water running down her legs.

      Yuki let out a laugh. “You’ll have to wait a second. My legs are crazy tired.”

      “You can lean on me.” Emily put her hand out. “Always.”

      Yuki stared at the hand before her for several seconds and then took it, her heart racing. Emily helped her out of the water, pulling her into a naked embrace. Their lips met once more, warmth flowing back and forth between them. Emily broke the kiss, hugging Yuki tightly against her.

      “That was…special,” Emily whispered in Yuki’s ear.

      Yuki’s heart soared, and the fur along her arms and legs rippled much like the applause of an audience. Before this moment, she had never known what it meant to be complete. “I hope it can be special again.”

      “Oh, it will be.” Emily broke away and tugged on Yuki’s hand, pulling her toward the bed. “Maybe I can show you a few tricks of my own.”

      “I would really like that.” Yuki followed, stopping only long enough to pick up the book Emily had set down. “So what did you bring me?”

      “Oh, that. It’s an illustrated edition of Alice in Wonderland. It was my favorite book growing up, and I thought you might like to read it. It’s about a girl who stumbles into a world where nothing makes sense, but in a weird way, it kind of does.”

      Yuki smiled. “I think I know that feeling.” With those words, she let Emily pull her toward the bed, the world around her melting away as the memory came to an end. Everything was now darkness and heat, and it took a few seconds for her to realize she had drifted off.

      She opened her eyes, tossing the rag away from her face in disgust. That first time with Emily had been special, but now she saw it as poison, a stain on her soul that had blinded her to the truth. She stood, water flowing from her body and onto the floor as she got out. After getting dressed, she stormed into the bedroom and cast a nasty glance at the spot Emily had died.

      “I wish I could forget you too.” When she slammed the bedroom door behind her, it suddenly occurred to her how still the house was. Night had fallen, and nearly all the lights were off, but the silence was the worst. This place was almost never quiet, yet now it wasn’t much different from the tower.

      Had she exchanged one prison for another? Descending the stairs, she flipped all the lights on as she went. Out in the front yard, she looked at the statues of the others, then out at the street. A jogger went by, which she found odd for this time of night, but anybody who chose to run for fun was pretty weird to begin with.

      It took Yuki only a few minutes to move the rats into the backyard, but Sofia took longer. She pulled the cyclops carefully through the house, using magic to levitate the statue, wary of chipping or cracking the stone. While she was still a statue, she could be uncursed with no harm done, but a crack could become a serious injury. Sofia got set next to Naia’s fountain.

      Abella couldn’t be moved. A permanent frost had settled over the house, so Yuki shaved the ice block down to a reasonable size and then built a snowman on top of her to hide her in plain sight. She wasn’t worried that it was almost eighty degrees outside of the front yard; the geas would take care of the details.

      The jogger went by again. He only paid her a cursory glance, but she couldn’t help but feel that he was actually seeing her and what she was doing. She didn’t like that at all.

      The sundial was slowly counting down. Yuki grabbed it and tried to give it a spin, but it didn’t budge. Frustrated, she set up some wards of her own underneath the lions. If someone walked in, she would know, and deal with them accordingly. Just to be safe, she spent some time creating giant ice blocks along the walls that she could smash together to crush an intruder from the sides.

      Satisfied the front yard was secure, she went back inside and to the wardrobe. After using the key to unlock it, she stepped through and waited a few minutes for Daisy to arrive. Puzzled that the fairy was missing, she checked to make sure the Jabberwock was still standing guard and then went back through the trees to the house before locking the wardrobe again and tucking the key away.

      She couldn’t bear to sleep in Emily’s bed so took up a spot on the couch downstairs, her ears turned toward the closet in case the others managed to thaw the pool. She kept a pair of tarot cards close at hand in case she needed to summon some magic at a moment’s notice. Lying there, she yawned wide enough that her mouth elongated and her jaw cracked. Yuki promising to close her eyes for just a few minutes, her head filled with images of a strange room in a house full of game pieces. She wandered from room to room, pursued by the shadow of a tall woman who kept holding up a shining gem.

      Her wards went off.

      Bolting upright, she squinted against the bright light streaming through the front windows. How long had she slept? Sliding off the couch, she winced, rubbing her lower back. She had fallen asleep on one of her tails, and her spine was now all out of whack. Stumbling up to the front door, she took a moment to compose herself, tucking the tarot cards out of sight. Silencing the blaring alarm in her head, she opened the door and walked outside, commanding her outfit to change into a set of white robes.

      There were several of them, standing there in broad daylight, men wearing different outfits. Some were in regular clothes, but a few were in uniform. A pair of garbagemen, a man carrying bibles, and even a police officer. They had spread across the yard, each one staring in her direction. Three of them stood between her and the sundial. She recognized the jogger, then realized she recognized all of them. They had the exact same body and face, that of a blond man with a neatly trimmed mustache. One of them wore a white suit and carried a cane, and he stepped forward from the group.

      “I wouldn’t even bother yourself.” He smirked, leaning forward on the cane. “The others are already on their way.”

      “The others? What others?” Yuki yawned, revealing her teeth. “I’m sorry, but apparently I overslept. Are you the one who set off my wards? What time is it?”

      The intruder shook his head, and three of the men near her rushed forward. Now that they were close, she could smell his magic. These were golems made of sand, simple but effective, and they were nearly at the steps. She sent out a pulse of magic, and the ice spikes hidden beneath the snow burst forth, impaling them vertically in place.

      The intruder seemed taken aback. “Surround her. Take her out.”

      Yuki tossed a pair of tarot cards into the front yard, where they vanished into the snow. Thick wooden roots swirled upward, forming into a pair of men, one distinctly shorter than the other. Long staves burst out of the ground, and the elementals armed themselves.

      The Knight of Wands rushed forward, crashing into the police officer, while the Page of Wands speared the jogger with a staff, tossing him to the side. The front yard was essentially one big mana pool for Yuki to draw upon, now that it was covered in a foot of snow, so she summoned some snowmen as well. The men on spikes turned into sand and fell free, then re-formed at the bottom. She was able to freeze one in place but not before another one pulled out a pistol and fired.

      The Knight of Wands took the bullet for her, stumbling back before rushing forward and taking out her assailant. The golems were now becoming more fluid to avoid her attacks, so Yuki summoned the King and Queen of Wands. Atop their heads, they wore crowns of wood, and they crashed into the invaders.

      The man with the cane drew a blade out of it and charged at Yuki. The queen intercepted him, but he made a gesture with one hand that sent her flying back and through the front window of the house. Some more golems showed up in a car, driving right through the open gate, and a few of the ones already there were starting to glow. Whoever was controlling them was now funneling massive amounts of magic into them.

      Two golems grabbed onto the King of Wands and exploded, spraying the yard with debris. The blast knocked Yuki off her feet, and they swarmed in toward her. Hands grabbed at her, dragging her down the stairs, and she let out a snarl, ripping at them with her claws.

      “Hold her down,” someone cried. “Amir will want to see this.”

      “I’ve got something to show you.” After tearing her hand free, she yanked off her eye patch.

      Pain flooded her head. Using the Gorgon’s eye always came with a minor price, but she screamed in agony when she locked eyes with her nearest assailant. After fighting free of her captors, she fell into a pile of nearby snow and vomited, holding her belly as waves of pure agony washed over her. What had he done to her? It was taking everything in her power not to rip the eye from her own head.

      Moaning in agony, she realized the yard had gone completely silent. Moving slowly, she closed her bad eye, squinting against the bright white of the snow.

      They were frozen, all of them, unmoving. Yuki stood, walking over to where she had dropped her eye patch. Once it was back in place, she approached the man nearest her, puzzled.

      This one was facing toward the house, a knife held in his hand. The King of Wands stood next to it, his staff ready, but there was nobody to attack. With a mental command, she had him stand down and summoned the Queen of Wands from inside the house.

      “Why are you all holding still?” Even the sound of her own voice was too loud, causing her to wince. Placing a hand behind the man’s head, she leaned forward, trying to concentrate.

      The Gorgon’s eye pulsed in her socket, and it occurred to her that these were no mere golems. The sand had been transformed into flesh, which made them vulnerable to her magic, but she should have turned the ones nearest to her. Instead, they were all still flesh, but none of them moved.

      Sitting on the porch, she pondered the crowd of men. As she looked at their identical features, a grin crossed her face.

      “You were driving them, weren’t you?” A laugh escaped her lips, which triggered another bout of agony, but it was worth it. The man who had created these beings hadn’t just made them and set them loose. He had been piloting them, his mind jumping around between them.

      Which meant he had been looking at her when she’d used the eye.

      “Oh, I wish I could see the look on your face. Well, your actual face.” These were sand clones, identical to their creator. And right now, their creator was a beautiful statue somewhere. Standing up with an assist from the queen, she walked to the one closest to her.

      “Smash him,” she commanded, and the queen struck, showering the ground in sand. She picked another one, and the queen leveled the creature with a swing of her staff. Frowning, Yuki looked around the yard. Destroying the golems wasn’t a useful endeavor; she needed to find their creator.

      Whoever this was, he wouldn’t put himself in harm’s way. So where could he be hiding? Commanding the king and queen to remain behind, she wandered out of the front yard, carefully watching the street while the Page of Wands followed her. Sniffing at the air, she caught a whiff of magic, following it across the street. It was nearly a block over that she found a black town car parked in front of somebody’s house. The driver inside was unmoving, but she was more interested in the man in the back of the car.

      The passenger had turned to stone, but his clothing had not. Maybe it was a function of seeing her through one of his golems? As a result, the strange device near his ear was unharmed, and she heard someone speaking through it.

      It was a woman’s voice. She slid the device out of his hands and held it in front of her face. A glass screen displayed the name Kali.

      “Sebastien? Sebastien, are you there? We are only a couple of minutes away. What is happening? Do you have Mike in custody?”

      Yuki tilted her head back and forth, looking at the device. She held the device near her head as Sebastien had. “No, he doesn’t.”

      There was a moment of silence. “Who is this?”

      Yuki nodded at the Page of Wands. He dragged the statue out of the car and smashed it face-first onto the concrete. It broke apart, sending sharp fragments through the air. The driver let out a loud moan and crumbled into a pile of sand.

      Satisfied, she held the device to her lips. “Sebastien’s gone. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men won’t put this bastard together again.”

      After a few more seconds, a new sound came over the phone. This was a man whose voice resonated with energy, even over the device.

      “Who is this?” he demanded. She felt the magical compulsion wash over her but shrugged it away.

      “I’m the fucking snow queen, that’s who.” Her hands rippled with fur, and she crushed the device with her claws, bits of metal, glass, and plastic raining down on the concrete. Leaving the car behind, she walked back to the safety of the house. The pain in her head was finally subsiding, but there was still work to do.

      All her years in the tower had taught her a lot of things, but some of the most important lessons had involved the traps she had discovered. The clouds darkened above as she funneled magic into producing more ice and snow. The only way any new intruders could come in was through the front walk. She layered traps on top of one another, thinking back on the voice she had heard. It had been the sound of someone who was used to getting his way, and if she was correct, he would be there soon.

      The front street was empty, so she peppered it with wards along the walls and sidewalk. If anyone approached, she would know. Her last act was to use the Eight of Pentacles, the Six of Swords, and the Six of Wands. Long, thick wooden staves grew from the ground, ripping through the grass and concrete to form a barrier in between the lions. The swords fell from the sky, stabbing into the ground. The energy from the Eight of Pentacles swept up the blades, stretching and reforging them to form a series of sharp bars that lay across the barrier, which glowed intensely for several beats, the magic fusing metal to wood.

      If someone came, that would hold them for some seconds. To be safe, she left the king, queen, and page to guard the yard while she went back inside to recuperate.

      She had done it. She had protected the house. Barely containing a squeal of delight, she went to the kitchen to fix herself a snack. She didn’t recognize most of the food in the fridge and didn’t feel like trying to cook something from scratch. Digging in the freezer, she found a box of something called Eggos hidden away.

      “Weird.” The little yellow disk in her hand had square grooves all along it. The picture on the box showed butter and syrup. She practically salivated at the idea of something so rich. Her diet had been primarily what she could raise in her garden and the occasional animal she’d caught. She followed the oven instructions, tapping her finger impatiently on the counter while she waited for it to heat up. Once it was ready, she tossed the Eggos on a sheet and slid them in.

      A few minutes later, she sat over a mouthwatering pair of the tiny waffles, slathered in way too much butter and syrup. Each piece clung to the plate when she pried it up with a fork, and every bite was absolute heaven.

      Halfway through the second Eggo, she felt the pressure of the room drop around her. Standing, she sniffed the air, trying to ascertain what she was feeling.

      “No. No-no-no-no-no!” She left the table, just barely hooking the remaining Eggo with her claw to take it with her. After darting up the stairs and leaving syrup on the knob to the closet, she pulled it open to reveal the long cave. Running down the cave, she stuffed the Eggo in her face and went on all fours, transforming just enough to run faster.

      Emerging into the underground cavern, she could smell it now. Both the air pressure and magical pressure of the room were fluctuating wildly.

      Someone was using powerful magic, deep in the Labyrinth. It was the odious smell of portals being opened and closed.

      Growling, she swallowed the rest of her snack and descended toward the large maze below. Whatever Tink and the others were doing, she would put a stop to it right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            Page of Pentacles

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike gazed morosely at his cell phone, watching the timer for the sundial eventually hit zero. For good or bad, he wouldn’t be there to reset it.

      Time was up.

      As he stood on the terrace of the tower, it took a supreme effort to stick his phone back in his pocket rather than throw it off the side.

      “I take it the dial has reset,” Ratu spoke from the chaise lounge behind him, her legs dangling off the side. She was engrossed in another of Yuki’s journals. She had stayed up most of the night, unable to sleep, poring over as many of them as she could. Apparently Yuki had quite the talent for poetry, and Ratu had shared more than a couple with him.

      He had been up most of the night as well. They had built a nice fire in the fireplace to keep the room warm, and he had done his best to try and sleep. It wasn’t meant to be. On top of his concern for the others in his house, there was just how much he depended on snuggling up to Tink to stay asleep. Apparently she had somehow become his personal security blanket, because he had woken up more than once with a sense of dread.

      Zel was down below, rummaging through Yuki’s alchemical stores. It would seem the kitsune wasn’t particularly skilled at making potions, but Zel was hoping to put together a few basics before they set out.

      A centaur horn played outside, eliciting a groan from Ratu. “They’re still there, aren’t they?”

      “Have been all night, as far as I can tell.” He turned his head toward the cliffside trail. Orion was down below, pacing back and forth. The centaur had gotten particularly vocal last night with the help of a concoction likely brewed by his shaman, but the wind had carried away most of his words. Mike shook his head. “I don’t think they’re going to leave.”

      “Neither will we unless we discover a secret exit of some sort.” Ratu turned the page. “How is Zel doing?”

      “Still shaken up, but she’s determined.” Last night, Zel had discovered a comfortable stable for her to sleep in. It was attached to the yard out back, and she had quickly wandered among the statues, a look of horror fixed on her face. She was adamant that she recognized some of the faces out there as members of her tribe that had wandered off to face the snow queen, never to be seen again. He found it odd that Yuki would keep them stored away like that rather than simply push them over a cliff.

      Then again, based on what Ratu had told him, Yuki wasn’t all she seemed to be. Her journal spoke often of her journeys on the island. Any encounters with centaurs typically ended with her sneaking off or, at worst, having to fight to get away. There was no malice or hate in her journal, only a desperation to understand what had happened to her dearest Emily.

      Daisy had explained it to them as best as she could when asked. It had taken forever with only a few words at a time on the slate, but she’d told them Yuki and Emily had made the tower their own personal love nest. Apparently it had become a home away from home for them, discovered completely on accident while experimenting with portal magic. Emily had destroyed the old portal to this place after connecting a new one, and the two of them had constantly snuck away to enjoy the tower’s relative peace and quiet.

      One night, Emily had gotten out of bed and hadn’t returned, leaving both Yuki and Daisy behind. Several years had passed, years of searching for her. Yuki had been unable to use the portal and had assumed the centaurs had taken Emily.

      After months of constant harassment, Yuki had been forced to believe that Emily had simply vanished.

      That was, until the night many years later when Emily had come back. Daisy couldn’t say much about that day because she had been off scouting a new area for them to explore. She had returned to discover that Emily had suddenly returned. Instead of a greeting or an explanation, Emily had attacked her former lover, essentially leaving her for dead.

      The experience had changed Yuki and not necessarily for the better. Daisy insisted the fox was still a good person, but when challenged by the centaurs, she had started collecting them, using one of the magic items that had been hidden away in the tower, called the Gorgon’s eye.

      Daisy had taken them to the room she had warned Mike about, when asked about what had been kept there.

      Upon entering, they discovered a room similar in structure to Ratu’s laboratory, only it was primarily an armory. Lit by some torches and a natural skylight, it looked similar to the old library he had stumbled into with Tink and Cecilia.

      A few of the objects had been broken apart and stacked on the tables around the room, but the rest were stored in protective cases that had no hinges or latches. Daisy explained they had been locked up with spells to keep anyone from getting them, and he knew better than to attempt to open them.

      A case made of thick wood held nothing but a few inches of water in the bottom. When he approached it, the water formed into a sword, then a hand ax, then a bow, as if trying to figure out what he would like best. When he moved away, it turned into a massive trident, then collapsed into a pool of water once again.

      One of the displays had been broken apart. The only thing inside was an empty stone box that looked like it held something the size of a ping-pong ball. In the locked case attached to it was a strange-looking sword with a sickle near the end of the blade.

      An odd-looking mace was in a superthick case and held in place by several heavy chains. It rattled the chains when Mike came near, so he immediately moved away. Ratu suggested there was little to learn from the room after inspecting the broken items, so they agreed to leave it alone.

      Throughout the tower they had also found several hand-drawn tarot cards, hundreds of them tucked away everywhere. Ratu had warned him away from messing with them. Apparently several of them radiated magic, and she was fairly certain Yuki had spent her solitary confinement perfecting the art of inscribing runes into the cards.

      It was too bad they couldn’t find a use for the cards, he thought, walking to the window to look down at the centaur camp. They had set up several more flags along the edge of the cliff, and a few of them had symbols he couldn’t quite make out from here. “So what happens when we get past them? After we get home?”

      “If it’s like when we came here, probably another fight.” Ratu grimaced. “I’d like to think I’m better prepared this time, but Yuki seems like a planner. I imagine the whole house is covered in snow by now.”

      “And the others?”

      “That’s a great question. I have my ideas, but none of them are optimistic.”

      He felt sick to his stomach. Had Yuki hurt the others? Or maybe even turned them to stone? Momentary anger filled him, his hands clenching tight. “I wish we knew what those weapons did. I imagine they would help us turn the tide.”

      Ratu closed her book and lifted her eyes to meet his gaze. “Do you honestly believe that?”

      “Of course I do. If that stuff is locked up, it must be powerful.”

      “That is true. Those things do radiate magic like tiny stars.”

      “So maybe we should look into them! If I had a powerful weapon, maybe I could beat her this time.”

      “The only reason you lost last time was she had the element of surprise.”

      “Hardly. The only reason I’m still alive is the naga-skin armor Sofia gave to me. I’m not a fighter. All I have is this knife.” He pulled out the dagger. “It cuts through everything, but the damn thing is too short. What good is that? I have to get close enough to use it first. Or what about magic? I can’t do magic, not the things you can do. Yeah, I get magic boners that let me last in bed for hours. Super useful. Oh, and limited precognition. I get to sense the future briefly before it smashes me into a bug. A lot of good that did me when I met Yuki. Oh, I know!” His voice had risen now, and he was shouting. “Why don’t I just give her some orgasms with my sex lightning? That’s right, I’m calling it sex lightning! I bet she’ll show me a heap of respect when I show her that trick. Oh, Mike, I’m so sorry I tried to kill you, if only I had known you would rock my world like never before!”

      Ratu cleared her throat, giving him a hard stare. “Are you finished?”

      “No, I’m not! I feel helpless here. I thought I had things under control until the rats came. And yes, we worked that out, but it was Beth and Tink who did all the heavy lifting. I feel like I’m just standing back and watching everyone else do everything. Hell, I only got this dagger because the witch who had it got eaten by a plant.”

      “I see. You are defining your value now based on your ability to fight.” Ratu shook her head. “What makes a legend, Mike Radley?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. What makes a legend?”

      He rubbed the back of his head. “I don’t know, legendary deeds?”

      “What makes a deed legendary?”

      He shrugged. “Something big and grand. David killed Goliath with a sling. Or that guy who killed Medusa for her head and fought a kraken. Or, um, King Arthur and Excalibur? I guess I’m not sure what he did.”

      Ratu laughed. “In your mind, legends are created when someone stands up to defy the odds, the little guy versus an impossible situation. But here’s a secret for you. Legends are primarily made by only one thing: a good storyteller. I could argue you have already completed legendary deeds. The defeat of Baba Yaga is no small feat, or what about those witches we scoured off your lawn? Or even better, how you were able to rally a household of monsters to do your bidding through kindness alone?”

      “Those aren’t legendary. Those are just…normal days for me.”

      “I think you’re experiencing a crisis of identity. You’re the Caretaker, but none of us truly knows what that means. The house chose you for the position. Were you a fighter before?”

      “I…no.”

      “How about a wizard, or a mage, or even a decent stage magician?”

      “…no.”

      “You see? So either the house wants you to remain true to yourself or it will mold you into the role. What would you say you were before you moved in? Think hard about it.”

      He furrowed his brow. What was he? A shut-in? He hadn’t even wanted to deal with the home. He’d bounced from girlfriend to girlfriend, feared physical and intimate contact. Had had regular nightmares about his mother tormenting him. Up until a couple of years ago, his therapist had been the person he spoke with the most.

      “I was a victim.”

      “Victimhood is a state of being, not an identity. You can be the victim of a crime, but it only defines you if you let it. Try again.”

      “But that’s what I was. My mom screwed me up as a kid, and being a victim meant I bounced from place to place. That’s why I chose a job that didn’t require me to work directly with people and I kept to myself. I spent years in therapy just so I could have a normal conversation with a woman without flinching.”

      “Sounds like a lot of hard work for someone who still thinks they were a victim.”

      “Well, I wasn’t a victim anymore. I was a…” The word finally came to him. “I’m a survivor. I’m cautious but quick on my feet. I don’t like trouble so try to avoid it.”

      “Interesting. Seems like being a survivor has served you well so far. So maybe you should worry less about how others see you and just worry about being yourself. Find a way for us to survive.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m tired of getting knocked around. The centaurs were just another example of that. And that douche out there hasn’t helped things. I know he wants me to come out and fight him, but I can’t fight a centaur.”

      Ratu picked up the book she had put down. “I wonder. If it meant saving me, would you go down and fight him?”

      “Of course I would. I’d piss myself the whole time going down there though.”

      “Interesting. For someone who hates being so weak, you certainly are willing to throw yourself at an impossible problem. If it meant killing Orion to save my life, would you do it? Would you stab him with that tiny dagger of yours? Don’t answer, but think about it. Would you take another life if it meant saving one you cherished?” She opened her robes and lay back, using the thick journal as a pillow. A beam of light he hadn’t noticed slowly crawled over her seat, and she let out a sigh of contentment. “Ah, that feels good. Think I’ll take a little nap, if you don’t mind.”

      He frowned. It was the same question that weighed on his mind constantly these days. There was only one way to know the answer, and he didn’t think he was ready to find out for sure.

      Daisy appeared near the stairs, signing the word come. They had used the slate to learn a few basic words from her, and so Mike followed, leaving Ratu behind to bask in the sunlight.

      Down the stairs he went, the smell of breakfast hitting his nostrils and making him salivate. Last night’s meal had been a perfectly good stew, but he was ravenous once more. Zel moved around her makeshift kitchen, carefully navigating the narrow aisle between tables.

      “I found some grains this morning,” she said, putting a large loaf of bread on the dining table.

      Mike drooled over the delicious-looking fruit salad in the middle of the spread, sitting down and stuffing his face with the juicy berries Zel had picked earlier that morning. His conversation with Ratu wasn’t forgotten, but he simply couldn’t resist such yummy food.

      He heard the loud trumpet of the centaurs in the distance and rolled his eyes. “Sounds like they’re still at it.”

      “Yeah. Orion was bitching all morning while I picked fruit. I imagine he would kill you on sight given half a chance.”

      “There weren’t any arrows or spears in the garden, were there?”

      “No. The barrier Ratu made is still holding.” She let out a sigh. “I couldn’t sleep last night, so I went for a walk in the back. At least a few of the centaurs there have been missing for a decade, and more than a couple are kin. It was tough seeing someone you knew so many years later, frozen in time.”

      “I wonder if it could be reversed?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean the harm isn’t already done. These are people who have families that have moved on without them. It’s hard to imagine exactly how these people would simply return to the tribe without disruption. But that wasn’t all.”

      “Oh?” His mouth was full of the best blackberries he had ever eaten.

      “My aunt was out there.” Zel’s lips formed a grim line. “When it was discovered she helped me escape, they sent her into exile. It’s very rare for the tribe to flat out execute one of their own. It’s also very hard to be an exiled centaur. Your only choice is to climb the mountain and avoid the valley, because you will be attacked on sight. So I kept looking. Not all the statues are bold centaur warriors who thought to challenge the snow queen, but also people who were exiled. More than a couple were centaurs who simply went missing, and I wonder if they ran across Yuki on accident.”

      “I guess…wow, I don’t know what to say.”

      “These aren’t all people who came to kill her. Some of them are people who got lost and maybe came here to beg for help; I can’t say for sure. Even if we could release the spell, then what? The warriors would be welcomed back into the tribe, but what about the others?”

      “What about them? If they can’t stay here, why not have them move into the greenhouse? You survived there for years on your own, though it sounds like they’ll have to go vegan.”

      Zel twisted her upper half to look back at him. “Really? You would just invite them to come stay with you?”

      “I guess. The greenhouse is huge and underutilized as it is. Well, I say this on the assumption the exiled aren’t huge assholes or anything. But yeah, it’s my greenhouse, so I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      “What about the others?”

      “We can talk to them when we get the chance, but I doubt they will voice any complaints. You could start your own tribe or something.”

      “Hmm.” Zel turned away, her eyes on something distant. She said nothing else while he ate, so he spent his time watching Daisy pluck the tiny spheres off a blackberry and eat them. She was definitely smaller than the other fairies, and her antennae were thick and black. Dark gobs of blackberry covered her mouth, and she gave Mike a large smile.

      “Why did you help us?” he asked her, suddenly curious.

      She signed a couple of things, then frowned when she realized he couldn’t keep up. The slate was nearby, so she pointed at it, and the letters from their last conversation rearranged themselves.

      “You helped me.”

      “Well, yeah, but I figured you worked for Yuki. We’re kind of at odds here and will probably fight next time we see each other.”

      Daisy pondered her response for a second. The slate could only hold so many words at a time, which had made their conversations last night a little challenging.

      “You helped even though dangerous. Like Emily.”

      “Yeah, but Yuki hates Emily.”

      “Emily not always bad. Something happened.”

      “Clearly. I feel like the last few days have been nothing but a reminder that she fucked everything up. Do you have any idea what happened?”

      Daisy shook her head, then pointed at the board. “Fine one day, broken the next.”

      “Great, like a magical stroke or something.”

      Daisy nodded solemnly, then stuffed another berry in her mouth. He was about to ask her something else when the tower shook, a low rumble that caused the cutlery to vibrate on the table. Daisy’s eyes opened wide, and she looked up at the ceiling.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked. Somewhere in the tower, a bell rang ominously.

      “DANGER!” the slate announced. Daisy dropped her berry and shot up the stairs. Wiping his face, he made sure his dagger was still with him before following, the slate clutched tightly in his hands.
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        * * *

      

      A cool jet of air caught the side of Beth’s face, blasting her hair away from her forehead. Turning toward the breeze, she looked through a hole about a foot across. The hole led to a rundown room with a busted window, and outside the window was a frosted, barren landscape. Around her shoulder, she wore a small bag she had found in Ratu’s pagoda that was just big enough for Jenny to fit in. The doll had been motionless all night long, so Beth had taken it upon herself to carry her around.

      By the sides of the hole, two rats waited for Tink to come running up and shove her head inside. Beth wasn’t certain how her tracking skill worked, but after only a few seconds, Tink yanked her head out.

      “No husband,” she told them. “Close hole please.”

      The rats got to work chewing on the hole in reverse. It was an interesting process to watch. The rats would chomp down on the stone wall they were working on, then drag their teeth into the opening. At first it looked like the material was stretching, but in reality, it was being restored as if it came back from an alternate dimension where it had been hidden away.

      They had chosen to work away from Ratu’s den. With the large amount of dangerous magical items stored there, Reggie and Asterion had felt it would be safer to open portals somewhere else, just in case something was waiting on the other side.

      After a long, largely sleepless night for all of them, Reggie had finally announced that the first portals were nearly ready for Tink to inspect. All morning long, they had moved from portal to portal, with zero luck.

      Tink hustled over to the next hole, and Beth watched her repeat the process. The ground shook beneath them, and the rats all paused to wait for several of the holes to be plugged back up before another was opened. Reggie had explained that once a hole was closed, it couldn’t be reopened as a portal to somewhere else, which meant they were using one of the longer tunnels near the center of the Labyrinth. Asterion had disabled the traps, and the fairies circled overhead. All three of them were together once more, and they flitted in and out of the holes the rats made with the understanding that if they wandered off, they would get abandoned.

      “Nope.” Tink patted one of the rats on the head. “Good try, no husband.”

      “We’ve been at this for a while now.” Reggie rubbed his cheeks and sighed. “Are we sure she can find him this way?”

      “Well…I’m going to say yes.” Hope was all they had at this point. Beth was fairly certain the deadline for turning the dial had passed, and she knew the society would be eager to try and break in once again.

      “Hmm.” Reggie examined a globe he had stolen from a school they had tunneled into. “It would seem we are no closer to locating him than we were before.” He had marked off portal openings using a marker. The whole globe was dotted with markings now. “If he’s anywhere to be found, it certainly isn’t on Earth proper.”

      “That’s not a comforting thought.” Beth picked up a rock and tossed it through one of the openings nearby. It had taken the rats several minutes to open the portals and just as many to close them. “Any ideas on where to look?”

      “It would have to be a place that was cut off from everywhere else. Folded up in on itself.” Reggie made a ball with his hands. “Those are extremely difficult to find.”

      “Like the ones you built the tunnels through?”

      “One and the same.” His whiskers twitched, and he turned to face one of the portals. “You’ve given me an idea.” He gestured for a few rats to approach. They huddled around him, ears forward as he spoke.

      “We’ve opened many portals to other realms in our time here. Speak with the others and reopen them right away.” They nodded at him and bowed, then ran off.

      “You think that will help?” Beth asked.

      “Perhaps.” He turned to face her. “This woman came through a wardrobe that had been locked by Emily’s hand. If this is the case, then I imagine she couldn’t have come to the house using conventional means. She must have been trapped in one of those pocket dimensions.”

      “That’s right. I hadn’t even thought of that!” She frowned. “But why would opening old portals do any good?”

      “I have a theory.” He paced down the hall, his eyes on his subjects. “This woman who came here was familiar with the house. Many eyes watched as she walked the halls. She was before our time, this I know. But”—he held up a finger—“I remember Emily demanding we open the portals for her. She would travel to the Library and come back with her research. Pictures, scriptures, poetry, anything that could help us find the locations she was looking for. All but one time.”

      “What happened then?”

      “She described a tower overlooking a valley as if from memory. We knew naught why she was unable to return, but obeyed. We closed that portal quite some time ago, but our teeth remember. If we can open up those old portals, we should be able to find that place once more.”

      “Reggie, you’re a genius.” She knelt and kissed the rat on his forehead. It was the best idea they had heard so far, and she hoped he was right.

      “You are too kind, Lady Beth.” He threw his shoulders back, suddenly looking very regal. “It is my pleasure to serve.”

      The ground rumbled beneath their feet, and Reggie ran off, stopping on occasion to sniff the air. Beth followed behind him, wondering what had happened. They ran down the long corridor, followed by a small cluster of rats that had broken away from their projects. She felt like the pied piper, leading her army of rats to an unknown destination.

      “There!” Reggie pointed at a section of the ground.

      Beth stopped to rub her eyes, unsure of what she was seeing. Part of the stone floor had gone blurry, which didn’t make any sense. It shrank and grew every few seconds, the air above the ground rippling.

      Nearby, a group of portals had just been opened. The rats that came with them helped close up the holes, rapidly shrinking them down to little dots of light that finally blipped out of existence a few minutes later.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “Instability. We spaced the holes just right, but the tunnel curves. We didn’t account for that and now must leave this part untouched unless we want to accidentally create our own pocket dimension. Or get shoved into a dimensionless void.”

      “Yeah, I don’t feel like getting lost in the multiverse or whatever.” She let out a sigh. “I’m glad you got it fixed.”

      “I’m just grateful nobody was hurt.” Reggie patted one of his subjects on the head appreciatively. “These were portals dedicated to Earth destinations anyway. Please check in with your team leader for new assignments.”

      The nearby rats saluted and dispersed.

      “They seem to respect you,” Beth said.

      “I like to think so. Our previous king ruled from the throne. I prefer to rule from among my people.” He turned to face her, his long tail dragging through the dirt. “If you will excuse me, Lady Beth, I must attend to other matters.”

      “Thank you, King Reggie.” She watched him leave, counting her blessings that they had managed to befriend such a powerful ally. How many other creatures like the rats roamed the world, just waiting for a fair shot at survival? Would Mike try and find them, then bring them to the house?

      “Big earth shake,” Tink said from behind her, causing her to jump. “Rats no find husband but try real hard.”

      “Yeah, well…it’s definitely going to take some time.” Opening her mouth to say something else, she lost her train of thought when Asterion suddenly appeared, a dark look on his face.

      “She is at the gate.” He gazed at the wall, his eyes looking past it. “And now the gate has opened.”

      “She’s here? But why?”

      “To stop Tink from finding husband.” Tink made a fist and punched her other hand. “Tink make pelt, wear in winter.”

      “You mustn’t fight her. Your job is to find Mike and get him back here to turn the dial.” Though, with a fox demon assaulting them from within, Beth hoped he had some more tricks up his sleeve.

      Blinking away her exhaustion, she watched as the rats opened numerous portals that went to strange places. A jungle where the sky was somehow an upside-down city, the tower in the air that Mike had been to, and even the inside of a submarine that had taken on some water. Each portal was a glimpse into a world that had been forgotten, and some of them immediately faded from Beth’s memory once the rats shut them. Dozens of them were opened simultaneously, and Tink paced the corridors, dragging her club behind her.

      “There!” Tink nearly knocked over a group of rats that had chewed a hole barely a few inches wide. “Husband is in there, Tink can tell!”

      Silence rippled across the rats for a few seconds, and then they swarmed. Pending portals were shut down, and rats squeezed in to help open the new portal as soon as there was room. They swarmed to the other side, the sound of their teeth on stone filling the air and sending chills down Beth’s spine.

      “She is close now.” Asterion shouldered his ax. “She will be here soon.”

      “Go, go, go!” Reggie shouted. The rats chewed frantically, and Tink was practically hopping up and down in front of the hole. Another squad of rats slipped through the gap to help from the portal’s destination.

      Once the portal was large enough for her, Tink tossed her club through and fought to squirm into it headfirst. Her hips got stuck, and she frantically kicked her feet, her skirt lifting to reveal her bare booty.

      “Tink stuck!” Her voice sounded both muffled and far away. The rats nearby went to push her through but balked when her foot connected with one of them, knocking him over.

      “Out of the way!” Beth placed a foot on Tink’s butt and gave her a good shove. The goblin slid forward several inches, then stopped again. Letting out a sigh, Beth placed a hand on each of Tink’s butt cheeks and pushed as hard as she could, musing over Tink’s inability to wear panties.

      Tink popped through to the other side, falling sideways onto a stone floor. An azure sky with floating clouds could be seen through a window overlooking a mountain range.

      “Close it,” Beth said.

      “Wait!” Tink’s face popped into view. “Beth come too!”

      “There’s no time; you barely fit. Find Mike. Tell him what happened here.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Bring him back. You can do it.”

      “Lady Beth.” Reggie’s nose twitched, and he ruffled his hands nervously over his fur. “I wish to help you with our attacker.”

      “No. Make sure the portals all get closed and then hide. Your people need you, and we will need you once this is over. The last thing we want is a change in the monarchy.”

      “I will do my best.” Reggie turned toward the portal. “I need some volunteers to go with Lady Tink to retrieve Lord Mike.”

      Several rats raised their hands, and they ran through the portal to help close it. The Labyrinth was full of chewing noises as the rats quickly shut down the portals all around them. Asterion looked nervous, his gaze turning along the far wall.

      “Hmm. She is fast.” The Minotaur frowned. “It is as if she knows this place.”

      “Great,” Beth muttered. Reggie had the rats opening a small portal into their tunnels, and as each hole closed, the rats would either migrate to help close another or run for the safety of their den. The air temperature was cooling, and Asterion took her hand.

      “This way,” he rumbled, leading her out of the room.

      They took a few shortcuts, the gnawing sounds diminishing behind them. Eventually they entered one of the rooms with the river flowing beneath it. This one had a small drawbridge that Asterion lowered in order for them to cross.

      Their feet were thumping on the planks when the kitsune appeared. She had forced her way up onto the wall above them, her face red with effort. Asterion had explained to Beth that the magic of the Labyrinth affected weight and balance above the wall to prevent flying or climbing, but it seemed Yuki had been able to surpass these limitations.

      “There you are,” she growled, nearly falling from the wall. “There used to be a shortcut here, you know.” Then she moved toward them.

      Beth moved behind Asterion, her hands on his hips, waiting. When he hadn’t been turned to stone after a few seconds, she figured it would be safe enough to look. Leaning out to the side, she watched as the fox demon descended from above, sliding down a large ramp of ice she had created for herself. Upon her touching the cavern floor, an eerie fog billowed out from the kitsune, causing ice to creep outward from where she stepped.

      Her footsteps were quiet, and behind her, three large tails swished around, defying gravity.

      “My name is Yuki. Where is Tink?” the kitsune asked, her voice carrying across the distance between them easily. “I need to speak to her.”

      “We just want to talk,” Beth said, holding out her hands. “We don’t want a fight with you.”

      “What are you all doing down here? I can sense the portals you are opening. Whatever you were attempting, it needs to end now.”

      “We aren’t attempting anything, but we do want to talk.”

      “I don’t have time for games, so let’s speed things up.” Yuki pulled a glowing white ball out of her pocket and tossed it to Beth, who caught it. “I can use this to find out if you’re telling me the truth. Basic trickster magic. As long as you answer my questions, I won’t freeze you or your beefy sidekick.”

      “I have no reason to lie,” Beth said. The ball turned red in her hands.

      “Actually, you have every reason to lie. It’s what I would do. So I ask again: What were you doing?”

      Beth looked at the glowing orb in her hand and then back at Yuki. She fought to keep the smile off her face.

      “Tink just wanted to find her husband and go to him.” The ball turned green. “And now that she has found him, they’re gonna go home.”

      A look of disbelief crossed Yuki’s face, and then she smiled. “Really? She got married? That’s wonderful! She deserves it.”

      “I…” Beth hadn’t been expecting that answer. The kitsune’s body language suddenly relaxed, and some of the ominous mist around her faded away. “You’re happy for her?”

      “It’s a long story, but Tink and I used to know each other. I wouldn’t say we were friends, but we did get along.” Her face hardened once more. “Now tell me how you were opening the portals.”

      “The rat king opened a portal for her.” The ball immediately turned red, and Yuki summoned a glowing green flame in her hand. “Wait! I mean the rat king had a portal opened for her. He didn’t do it personally.” The ball flipped back over to green. “This thing is sensitive.”

      “A rat king? Hmm. That’s how she did it. Also explains all the rats I’ve seen.” A terrible look crossed Yuki’s face, then vanished. “And where is this rat king now?”

      “He took his subjects and went home. I don’t think any of them are around, but I can’t be sure.” The ball remained green, and Beth let out a sigh.

      “Do you have magic? Do you wish me harm?”

      “No and yes. I don’t want to hurt you necessarily. I want you to stop turning my friends to stone, but I don’t know how to make that happen.” The ball remained green.

      “Hmm.” Yuki thought for several seconds, her gaze traveling across the room. “Maybe this is a good place for us to start, then. I’ve been dying to talk with someone, but everybody down here seems pretty angry over what I did to Mike.”

      “What did you do to Mike?” Beth threw the ball to Yuki.

      She caught it and let out a chuckle. “I locked him in the wardrobe. He might be dead or alive; I’m not sure. But I hope he’s dead. I deserve to be the Caretaker, not him.”

      “I see. And you think turning everyone to stone was the best way to become the new Caretaker?” Beth took a couple of steps forward. “If you knew Tink and the others, then what was the point of attacking everybody and turning them to stone?”

      Yuki tilted her head, her eye narrowing. “And who are you exactly?” She tossed the ball back, and Beth caught it.

      “My name is Beth. I moved in here not long ago.”

      “You seem painfully human to be a resident here.”

      “I’m just a human,” she said with a frown. “It’s not like it’s a disease.”

      “Then why do you live here? This home is only for others like myself.”

      “I didn’t get a choice.” The ball turned red, and Beth sighed. “I mean, I did choose to come live here and am grateful for it, but I felt like I didn’t have a choice. There’s a group of witches out there who were trying to use me as a way to get in, so it was safest for the house that I move in where the geas could protect me.”

      “And what are you to Mike?”

      The question made her blush, but she didn’t know why. “Legally, I’m his lawyer. When Emily died, it all went to her next of kin, and that was Mike. It’s why he’s the Caretaker.”

      Yuki’s face twisted up, and an eerie glow rippled across her arms. “You’re wrong. I’m the Caretaker.”

      “Legally speaking, the house was passed on to Emily’s next of kin. The relationship was distant, I admit, but Mike is Emily’s great-nephew.”

      Yuki let out a laugh. “That’s where you’re wrong. Emily was an only child. I can’t blame you for thinking that though. It’s how the geas works.”

      This wasn’t something Beth had expected to hear. “Excuse me?” She threw the ball back to Yuki.

      “The geas. When a Caretaker dies, the house passes to the next Caretaker. But here’s the big secret; none of them have actually been related. The rules are quite clear. The new Caretaker must be an orphan with nobody special in their life. Someone who could fall down a hole and never be missed. Emily was an orphan with no past and no future, a meager little thing who lucked into the most amazing fate.” She tauntingly held up the green ball.

      “That doesn’t make sense. I saw the genealogy. Everyone was excited when we discovered a living descendant…”

      “Please. You’re talking to a magical fox who can turn people to stone and use a glowing ball to discern the truth—but magically forging documents is somehow difficult to grasp?” Yuki shook her head. “Caretakers are supposed to help select these people in advance before they pass. I’m guessing Emily didn’t do that.”

      “No. When she passed, she lived alone. Well…” Beth waved her hand at Asterion. “Not with any other humans.”

      “This Mike has no claim to the house. My claim, however, is legitimate.” The ball flickered a few times at this statement, causing Yuki to curse. She took a deep breath, the words suddenly stuck in her throat. “Emily is my…she was my wife. We were promised to one another, and I would argue my claim is far more valid than any other.”

      Beth fought to hold her composure, her eyes on the soft green glow of the ball. Emily had been married? “Yes, well, legally speaking, this marriage was never on record and wouldn’t be recognized in a court of law.”

      “Fuck your laws. Do you think I care about them? Do you think that bastard on the lawn cared about them? If I worried about human laws, I would never get anything done.”

      “Wait, what bastard?”

      “You don’t have to worry about it. I killed him, and I suspect his buddies are in a rush to die as well. Speaking of which, I think it’s about time we leave. I don’t sense any more portals down here; the last one just closed.” She threw the ball back to Beth. “Unless you think any more will be opened?”

      “If so, it’s not something I have control over.” Beth shook her head. “However, you’ve got it all wrong about the people upstairs. Those people on the lawn are a group of powerful warlocks and witches. They’ve been dogging Mike since shortly after he moved in. He’s been attacked by demons, elementals, and a witch who could control the weather.”

      “And he hasn’t gotten rid of them yet? Pathetic.”

      “For the record, he’s only been living here about a month. I’ve been here a week and I’ve already seen him deal with so much. I have no idea how he does it. But I do know he’s been trying so hard to keep this place safe. I fail to see a parallel between you two.”

      Yuki’s face scrunched up for a second, her eyes on the ball, then snapped back to normal. “My methods are necessary. As long as that man lives, he is the biggest danger to this house.”

      “How?” Beth took another step forward, tossing the ball back to Yuki. “You don’t even know him.”

      That odd look crossed Yuki’s face again, her features briefly going feral. “Let’s just say I’ve seen the best humanity had to offer and was woefully disappointed.”

      “Are you talking about Emily?”

      At Emily’s name, the ice surrounding Yuki suddenly formed into upward spikes, radiating around her several feet. A growl came from the kitsune’s throat, and Asterion placed himself between the women.

      Beth moved in front of the Minotaur. “What did she do to you? I can see it in your face. Something happened.”

      “You wouldn’t understand.” The ball flickered in Yuki’s hands, and she squeezed it until it popped with a bang. “And I don’t feel like talking about it anymore. Come. I’d prefer to go back upstairs in case those people show up. Maybe your friend here can help me deal with them.”

      “By all means. Lead the way.” Beth threw a look at Asterion. The Minotaur curled his lip, his intense eyes on the kitsune. His fingers were tight on his ax, but she put a gentle hand on his arm. He relaxed, giving her a knowing look. “C’mon, Asterion. let’s go.”

      They allowed Yuki to lead the way, figuring it was easier than trying to convince her Asterion wasn’t tricking her into a trap. Yuki summoned a pair of ethereal beings made of ice that followed them all from behind, and Beth wondered if the kitsune was somehow watching them through their eyes.

      The walls of the Labyrinth blended together as they walked, and Beth stifled a yawn, her eyes itching. Yuki shook off any further attempts at conversation, simply muttering that they would talk more once they were upstairs.

      Beth’s mind wandered, her thoughts on next steps. The society had already made their play, and another one was coming. Tink was with Mike and needed to bring him back to turn the dial and then deal with Yuki.

      However, Yuki wasn’t what Beth had expected either. Instead of attacking them, Yuki had been willing to talk and had seemed mostly reasonable. Maybe she could be talked to, convinced to go get Mike and bring him back until they could help her work through her demons.

      “You know, I could give you a demon to work through.”

      Beth jumped, twisting to the side. Asterion was gone, and in his place was Oliver with a cane and a top hat.

      “Hello, darling.” Oliver grinned, then stuck out his tongue. “It’s a lovely day in the Labyrinth, though it looks like it might rain.” He swung up the cane, and it became an umbrella.

      “Where…what…”

      “Oh, this is a dream. You’ve drifted off, like a ship on the sea.” The walls of the Labyrinth fell over, revealing a large beach made of sand and a deep blue ocean. A giant toy boat sailed back and forth in the distance, vanishing over the horizon. “Technically, this is a place called the Dreamscape. I used to know someone who could manipulate it like clay, but she seems to have gone rogue. Time flows differently here, you know. Hours could have passed already, or even days. Or maybe it’s the opposite? “

      “What do you want?”

      “Me? Oh, I’m piloting your body. It seems nice out here in the Labyrinth; I really appreciate the all-nighter. Not a fan of your friend, however. He smells like an undercooked steak, though I suppose I could have that remedied with a little fire.”

      “You stay away from him.”

      “On the contrary. You should stay away from him. Right now, I’m you!” He took off his hat and dropped it across his face. Her face appeared on his, and he tossed the hat aside, where it was carried off by a technicolor crab. When she looked back at him, he had become her. Oliver danced around in her body, kicking up the sand with her heels. “What should I do first?”

      “Wake up, wake up.” She pinched her arm, then slapped herself in the face.

      “Oh, I’m afraid you’re gonna need quite the jolt to get out of here. To be honest, I’m surprised you’re even conscious of this place, unless you commonly have lucid dreams. Then again, you drifted off so suddenly this time I wonder if your awareness came with you.” He spoke with his own gravelly voice despite looking like her.

      “I thought I still had time.”

      “Please. I gave you a deadline based on when the society will ask me questions. That hardly meant I was going to leave you alone.” He grabbed at the air and folded down a large flap, revealing stony walls and Yuki walking up ahead. “So what’s her story?”

      “None of your business. Besides, don’t you know? You’ve been watching me this whole time.”

      “Ugh, you’ve been so distracted lately that the signal has been poor. And all those portals didn’t help either. Let’s see what I can find out on my own.” Oliver hopped impossibly high through the opening and vanished. Through it, she heard her own voice.

      “Yuki, where are we going?”

      Yuki looked over her shoulder and shrugged. “I already told you. We’re going upstairs so I can keep a watch on the front yard. I would like to talk to you some more about what’s going on.”

      “We’re taking the reflecting pool, right?”

      “Of course, unless you want to hike up that hill. The path may have closed anyway, and I don’t feel like wasting any time.”

      “Okay, good,” Beth/Oliver replied.

      “No, no, no!” Beth tried to hook her fingers into the gap, but they passed through it as if it was made of mist. “Asterion, someone, help me. That isn’t me!”

      Yuki’s ear twitched, and she turned around. “Did you just say something?”

      “Me? Nope.” Beth/Oliver cleared her throat. “I don’t think so. I’m dead on my feet.”

      “Fuck, Yuki! Yuki, don’t let him take me!” She pressed her face into the mist and screamed.

      “Actually, there is something. I get terribly dizzy going through the pool and was wondering if you would be willing to help me when we get there.”

      “Help you how?” Yuki’s tails swished impatiently.

      “Hold my hand?”

      “NO!” Beth swiped her fingers and jumped up and down. “Don’t listen to me!”

      “Can’t your friend do it?” Yuki looked at Asterion, who in turn peered quizzically at Beth.

      “He could, but he’s a little clumsy,” Beth/Oliver stated while looking at Asterion. A knowing look crossed Asterion’s face, and he nodded.

      “Don’t listen to…damn it!” Screaming wasn’t doing any good. She needed to find a way out. The viewing screen Oliver had made was just to torment her, foreplay for the torture to come. Could he really take Yuki too? If so, what would happen to everybody in the house? Looking up and down the beach, she realized there was nothing but sand in both directions, and the ocean was calm. In the distance, the toy boat began to sink, a pink tentacle wrapped around it.

      What if she killed herself? Would that cause her to wake up? Dying in a dream was scary enough and always caused her to wake up in a cold sweat. Her options were limited, and she decided to throw herself in the waves and see what happened.

      As she waded out into the water, her clothes fell away until she was naked. Submerging her head, she swam as far down as she could, the water miraculously clear. Fish made of colored glass swam around her, and she took a large breath.

      Nothing happened. Instead of inhaling a mouthful of water, she kept on breathing as if nothing had changed.

      She swore, a stream of bubbles coming from her mouth. Each one had a capital letter in it, and the F made it to the surface first. Looking toward the distant drop-off underwater, she thought about the pink tentacle. Would the ocean of her mind have sufficiently dangerous creatures to do the job?

      As if willed into existence, a large shadow emerged from the depths, headed straight toward her. Beth’s heart pounded in her chest as the creature reached out with hungry arms made of teeth and claws.

      She swam toward it.

      “I don’t think so,” Oliver said, a current yanking her away and back toward the shore. Large waves tossed her onto the beach, slamming her into the sand.

      “Goddamn it!” Grabbing a handful of sand, she threw it in frustration, hot tears stinging her eyes. “Somebody help me!”

      “There’s nobody who—” Oliver’s voice disappeared, and the viewing screen collapsed.

      She waited for several minutes. Oliver didn’t reappear, and the only sound was the rough surf. Out on the water, something pale had floated to the top.

      “What is that?” She thought the words, but they echoed around her as if spoken. The object was floating, carrying something pink and blue with it. Moving away from the water, she wondered if this was another of Oliver’s tricks.

      The creature was tossed about on the waves, eventually carried onto the sand. It stood, huge clumps of seaweed hanging from its body, and lurched toward her, a pink-and-blue blob hanging from its limbs. Once away from the water, it shook off the seaweed, revealing pale skin and dark hair.

      “Je…Jenny?” It was hard to believe, but she was looking at Jenny, who seemed to be dragging a large, deflated beach ball with her.

      Jenny grunted, tossing the deflated ball into place. Upon closer inspection, Beth realized it was actually a kiddie pool.

      “Where did you get that?”

      Jenny put her mouth on the nozzle of the pool and blew. It inflated almost instantly, revealing a plastic bottom with crabs on it that reminded Beth of one she’d had as a child. After setting the pool back down, Jenny collapsed on the edge, exhausted from swimming.

      “Bucket,” she wheezed, then pointed at the ocean.

      “If this is a trick, then it’s a dick move.”

      “Bucket!” Jenny’s legs were withering away and turning to sand. Panicked, Beth looked around on the beach and saw a series of sandcastles form all around her. Buckets of different shapes and sizes were scattered among them, and she grabbed the biggest one she could find and ran to the water’s edge to fill it.

      Back at the pool, she poured it in, surprised at how quickly the container filled. Jenny’s body was turning to sand faster now, and Oliver’s voice came from the sky, muffled by the clouds.

      “What are you doing in there?” he asked.

      Two more trips to the water and the pool was filled. The bottom disappeared, revealing a place of infinite depth.

      “Get in,” Jenny told her. “Escape the dream.”

      Beth didn’t hesitate as the sky filled with the sound of storm clouds and Oliver’s voice. Holding on to the side, she kicked her feet to stay above the water.

      “Are you okay?” she asked the ghost.

      When Jenny lifted her head, her skin looked like a lizard’s. She smiled, her face disintegrating into the water. The ground rumbled and rose up beneath Beth, the pool tilting dangerously, but she dropped into its depths, sinking into the murk while curled up in the fetal position. Looking up into the light of the sky, she could see a giant hand made of clouds trying to reach into the pool.

      In the distance, Beth saw stars, stars that vanished and reappeared as if swirling in the void. All around her, dark forms circled hungrily, amorphous beings that tumbled over each other in their haste to reach her.

      “Where am I?” Was this somewhere inside her head? Her whole body had gone numb. She was no longer in water but clumsily tumbling through the darkness.

      Nightmare images filled her mind when the forms drew close, and they whispered dark things in her ear in a language she couldn’t understand. All around her, reality began to crack apart as they pounced, each one trying to pull her in a different direction.

      She screamed, her mind suddenly fractured. She could see different versions of herself, each one being hungrily consumed by the void. With every shout, the universe roared and shook, the stars around her exploding. Filled with terror, her whole body trembled as she tried to fight off the darkness, her heart rate spiking. The universe cracked, showering her with light from every direction.

      “Leave me alone!” she screamed, but this time, it scratched her throat raw, her soul firmly seated again in her own body. They were outside now, walking on the path toward the reflecting pool. Yuki startled and spun around as Asterion panicked and smashed one of their icy escorts with his ax. It exploded with a burst of magic, blowing her away from Asterion. She tumbled along the ground and found herself sliding across the ice of the reflecting pool. Out of breath, she sobbed openly, unable to stand.

      It was too much. If Oliver was trying to break her, he had succeeded. Already her memory of that terrible void was fading but not the fear that had lurked there. She had no idea what part of her mind contained such terrors, and she hoped to never see it again. Even the sight of her own shadow beneath her made her wonder if such dark things could see her in the waking world.

      Asterion roared, and she tried to shout to him but couldn’t find her voice. Yuki was yelling something, and the sound of crunching snow filled the air, followed by the Minotaur’s ax crashing against metal. Flurries had formed all around her now, drifting across her body.

      “Asterion, stop!” Her voice was quiet, and she fought to sit up. Her arms were weak, and she could hear Oliver’s laughter in the back of her mind. “Yuki, please don’t hurt him!”

      She looked up in time to see Asterion swing his ax down on Yuki from above. Yuki nimbly dodged it while tossing aside a bent sword, then spun away from the Minotaur and yanked off her eye patch.

      Oh no. Beth turned her head away and heard him bellow one last time before the world went quiet. The flurries caught in her hair, and she wondered if it would simply be easier to just will her heart to stop in this moment, to give up and give in.

      “Asterion?” she called weakly.

      “He’s fine. I’ll let him out when I’m convinced he won’t try to take my head off.” Yuki sounded angry, but Beth didn’t dare look. “As for you, what was that about? I thought you might be planning something, but I don’t get what you were trying to do.”

      “Yuki, listen quickly while I still have control. There’s a demon who is trying to possess me, and he’s been walking around in my body since shortly after we left the Labyrinth. I don’t know what I said or anything since then, but you can’t trust it. Especially the part about holding my hand! Don’t get in the pool with me!”

      Several seconds passed, and then Yuki broke the silence. “Yeah, I’m starting to think you’re more trouble than you’re worth. Humans cling to their lies as if their lives depend on them, which in your case, is accurate.”

      “It’s true, I swear! Get the ball out or something. I need you to believe me.”

      “What the hell is that?” Yuki asked.

      “Are you trying to make me look up so you can turn me to stone? That’s the oldest trick in the book, and we don’t have time for that.” Beth shook her head but then heard it too. Beneath her, the steady tapping of a finger on the ice. She opened her eyes to see Oliver grinning at her from beneath the pool, just behind her own reflection.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” she whispered.

      Satisfied he had her attention, he started dragging one of his nails along the ice, his finger forming a large arc around her reflection.

      Oh God. Beth watched the ice crack near her fingers, realizing Oliver was trying to get her to fall through. The wide grin on his face said it all, and she swallowed the lump in her throat.

      “That would be the demon who works for the society, the one who can possess me. The one who will eventually gain control of my body if I don’t give him what he wants,” Beth explained.

      “What does he want?”

      “Me. For all eternity.”

      “I could just turn you to stone too. To protect you from him, I mean, until we figure something out.” There was now concern in Yuki’s voice.

      “It won’t work. If I don’t go with him willingly, he’ll give information to his masters that will put everyone’s lives in danger. Everyone is already in danger as long as Mike can’t twist the dial.” She felt sick to her stomach, that trapped feeling from the waterfall paralyzing her. She needed to fight, to take back the ground they had lost.

      The ice creaked around her, the fracture growing larger. “Oliver, wait!” she cried, spreading her arms wide to prevent the ice from breaking.

      “I’ve waited long enough.” The grin on his face stretched comically up his cheeks. “Unless you are planning to run? That could be fun too.”

      “No, it’s not that. You said a soul freely given is worth far more than one you take. What if…what if we came to an agreement?” Her mind spun with the realization this was it. He had come to collect, and she needed to make the most of a bad state of affairs. This wasn’t a situation where she could go down swinging, not anymore.

      “Beth, what are you doing?”

      She could hear Yuki walking on the ice and turned her head just enough to see in Yuki’s reflection that she had covered her eye with her hand.

      “Wait there, please. This isn’t a fight you can help me with, not unless you can defeat a demon from Hell.” Her voice shook, her mind spinning. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. If Yuki hadn’t come, she would have had time to speak with the others, to think up a plan and get herself out of this mess. She wanted to blame the kitsune, to be angry her vendetta against Emily couldn’t have waited another week, but Oliver was the true enemy here.

      “Um, not that I’m aware of. Demons are extremely difficult to defeat, and that’s usually only by banishing them. This one is already banished, from the looks of it.” Yuki hung her head. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”

      “Yeah, well this one has his hooks in my soul. Even if you get me off the ice, in a day or so, he will help those same people break in here.” Beth’s voice trembled, her heart pounding. “You told me once that you saw the best humanity had to offer and had been disappointed.”

      “I’m waiting to hear my deal.” Oliver now stood upside down below her, tapping his foot impatiently while holding the collar in his hand. “And no tricks this time.”

      “You’re right, I did trick you last time, but I don’t have one up my sleeve, not today.” Carefully standing, she watched the gap in the ice darken briefly and then settle. “Let me say my piece first, and we can go from there.”

      “Fine.” Oliver pulled a comically large stopwatch from his coat. “You’ve got a minute.”

      “Yuki. I don’t know you and probably never will. You make terrible decisions, but I believe you make them because you think they are right. This house has never been about who is powerful enough to defend it but about love and community. By taking those things away from us, you have made us weaker than ever. Emily was your wife, and because of that, you put her on a pedestal. I don’t know what happened between the two of you, but you need to see others for who they actually are, not for what she did. When she fell from grace, the fall must have been too far for you to bear, but you still have the chance for a clean start.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Shut the fuck up! I’m on a timer here. I’m about to give myself to an eternity of torment just to protect everyone who lives here, including you, so keep your damn mouth shut.” She pulled the bag off her neck and slid it across the ice. “Jenny is in there, so please keep her safe. When Mike moved in, she raised all sorts of hell, but he forgave her. Everybody did. No matter how far down the path you think you might be, I know in my heart that he would grant you the same forgiveness. Consider pursuing it and letting him do his job as the true Caretaker.”

      “Ten seconds,” Oliver said, swinging his clock back and forth.

      “Fuck you. Here’s my deal. I will come to you willingly in just a few moments if you promise to never share any knowledge you have of this place.”

      “I cannot agree to that. I have a previous deal with my masters that conflicts with this one.”

      “Fine, then I will come to you willingly if you promise to never freely offer knowledge of this home or its contents, living or otherwise. You are permitted to stick with your yes or no answers only from now on as long as you give no guiding advice to encourage said questions.”

      “Hmm.” Oliver put away his clock and thought about it. “Spoken like a lawyer who knows she’s about to get hung out to dry. Your deal intrigues me, but I wonder where you’ve hidden the trick.”

      Beth looked at Yuki. Her face was frozen in shock, her hand still over her eye.

      “Beth, I—”

      “This isn’t a problem you can fix for me. Not alone. I hope you think long and hard about what’s about to happen here because I’m going to disprove your theory on humans.” Beth fixed her face into an angry glare, willing Yuki to listen carefully. “He’s going to do terrible things to me in there. You know that, right? It’s not like I’m made of stone. If I were, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, you know? But sometimes, when you’ve lost the fight, you’ve got to know when to put your hands down.”

      Yuki’s jaw dropped, but she quickly closed it, a tight line forming on her face. She nodded. “Okay. I can respect that.”

      “Oliver, do you want some reassurance? How about this.” Beth put her hands on her hips and stared down at him through the ice. “Am I planning to do anything to get out of coming to you?”

      Once any question was asked aloud, he automatically knew the answer. She had planned nothing. When he smiled, his teeth elongated into daggers, making him look very much like a hungry shark.

      “I accept. You come willingly, and I shall never freely offer information on this home to my masters.” Oliver stomped his foot, sending cracks all along the surface of the reflecting pool. “So it is done.”

      “Here I come, you fucker.” Beth looked up just as the ice broke beneath her feet. The cold swirl of water around her ankles was chased away by the tight, hot grip of Oliver’s hand on her ankle. Sinking beneath the surface, she locked eyes with Yuki, who had dropped her hand. Her right eye was nothing but a gray void that quickly spread across Beth’s vision, a gasp escaping her lips. The world came crashing in around her, and everything became gray.

      Mike. Her final thought was like a prayer, and then there was nothing.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s happening?” Mike asked, stumbling into Yuki’s room. He had tripped on the way up, bashing one of his shins on the stairs.

      “An alarm system of some sort,” Ratu calmly replied from her place on the chaise. Several of the journals had toppled onto the floor, and the bell kept ringing every few seconds. “It would seem something is happening.”

      “That’s…no shit something is happening,” he sputtered. He pointed at the slate. “Daisy says it means danger.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t get mad at me; I’m not the one who set it up. And danger where?”

      The bell rang again, the tone louder than ever. Daisy clutched her head and then tried signing to them. He looked at the slate and frowned when the letters that appeared were all jumbled up.

      “Can you help me figure it out?” He tossed the slate onto the bed.

      “That I can do.” Ratu closed the book and stood, her body shimmering until her robes turned into a kimono once more. “Lead the way.”

      They examined the armory first, wondering if one of the weapons had been stolen. Seeing no change there, they moved through the tower, checking the other rooms one at a time. The bell kept tolling, but they did their best to ignore it. Zel checked the gardens and the statues for anything different, but they couldn’t narrow down the source of the disturbance.

      The centaurs, however, were very upset. Several of them had left the trail, leaving behind only Orion and his most dedicated followers. He shouted at Mike upon seeing him standing on the wall, but Mike simply ignored him and went back inside.

      Eventually, he and the others stood in Yuki’s room, listening to the bell toll over and over again. The sound had further disoriented Daisy, who now hid in Mike’s pocket. Attempts at flight had led to her banging into nearby objects, so Mike had caught her and stuck her there for safekeeping. Zel had gone through the trouble of climbing the stairs to join them, now standing beside the bed with a frown on her face and her arms crossed.

      Shaking his head in frustration, he looked out over the valley, wondering if some natural disaster had occurred. Seeing nothing of interest, he turned around to say something to the others when he realized the ringing had stopped.

      “Oh, thank God for that,” he muttered, grateful he wouldn’t have to listen to that stupid tone anymore. Savoring the silence that followed, he heard a scratching noise from somewhere in the room.

      “Is it just me—”

      “Or is something on the other side of this wall?” Ratu finished, summoning a ball of fire into her hand. She hurled it at the stone, where it exploded, knocking down a bookshelf nearby. Through the smoke, he heard a litany of curses flow freely from a very angry creature.

      “Tink!” He didn’t even make the opening before she threw herself into his arms, dropping her club on his feet and knocking him over.

      “Tink find husband!” she cried, burying her face in his shoulder. His neck was immediately damp with joyful tears, and he worried she might crack one of his ribs.

      He didn’t care. He squeezed her back as hard as humanly possible, fighting back tears of his own. “How did you get here?” he asked. His question was answered when several rats followed her through the opening.

      “There was another room through here,” Ratu said, stepping inside. He heard her shifting about before she returned with a grim look on her face. “It’s another bedroom, but I have no idea why it was sealed away. There isn’t anything in here. It looks like a sitting room.”

      Daisy squirted free of Mike’s pocket and pointed at her hand. They had left the slate on the bed while searching the house, so Zel picked it up.

      “She says Yuki sealed it up because of Emily. Hold on; she’s writing more. It’s where Emily attacked her.”

      “So it wasn’t sealed up for any reason other than it hurt her to look at it?” Ratu shook her head. “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

      “Tell me about it.” He set Tink down. “Do you have a way for us to get home?”

      “Hold up, there’s more. Something about the bell.” Zel squinted at the board, confusion on her face. “What’s that word? I can’t read her handwriting. Or mind writing. Whatever it’s called.”

      Tink nodded. “Rat make hole, we go home. Fight fox face, then turn dial.”

      “Finally, some good news.” He smiled at everybody. “I feel like we’re overdue for some good luck, don’t you think?”

      The room suddenly darkened, and something heavy slammed into the stonework outside it. The whole tower vibrated as a dark shape lowered its head to peer inside at them. Ominous red eyes were set deep inside a hairy head with a distorted maw full of crocodile teeth, and hisses of steam emitted from all four of its hairy nostrils. Long claws at the ends of woolly feet reached for them, gouging the stone floor. The creature looked like it had been cobbled together out of random parts with a complete disregard for function, but the giant bat-like wings on its back were operational enough for it to have flown home.

      The Jabberwock had come.
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      Mike’s heart pounded in his chest at the sight of the thing. The Jabberwock regarded the small group of people in its master’s home, then opened its mouth to let out a cry that made him think of a pterodactyl on steroids. Jabberwock saliva misted the entire room, and everyone covered their ears to shut out the sound.

      Daisy bolted, vanishing down the stairs and leaving a glittering trail behind her. Zel made a break for it, and the Jabberwock lunged for her, leaving a bloody gash in her hindquarters with a claw before she vanished down the stairs.

      The beast’s long arm swept away the chaise lounge and busted apart the bed frame, hissing its displeasure that the centaur had escaped. When it whipped its head around, it managed to catch Mike in the chest, knocking him across the room, where he fell against a bookshelf. The shelves were old, busting apart and showering him with dust and splinters.

      “Tink fuck up ugly dragon!” Flipping the lenses of her goggles into place, she stood and charged the Jabberwock, her club held high. It took a swing at her and missed when she jumped over its hairy paw and slammed her club into its face. The Jabberwock let out a sinister hiss, steam venting from its nostrils.

      “Tink, get out of here,” Mike cried, moving toward the stairs along the outer wall.

      Ratu summoned a ball of fire that splashed across the beast’s hide, scorching the hairs all over its body. The room filled with the sulfuric odor of burned hair, causing Mike to gag and then spit. When the Jabberwock swung its attention toward the naga, she made a fist with one hand and slammed it into the open palm of her other. A stone ripped free of the wall and smashed into the Jabberwock’s snout, causing it to shift away from her.

      “Stinky dragon go now!” Tink yelled, then smashed her club onto the Jabberwock’s hand. Two of its talons broke off, and it blew a blast of steam at her from its nose. Tink dodged away as Ratu smashed the Jabberwock with another stone, sending the steam harmlessly across the floor.

      This time, the Jabberwock grabbed the first stone that had hit it and hurled it back at the naga. She yelped and summoned a blue aura around herself, but the hit knocked her off her feet. Tink saw this and shrieked in rage, smashing the Jabberwock in the jaw with her club. Its teeth crunched together with a loud pop.

      Mike couldn’t move. Smoke and steam had filled the room, and it hurt to breathe. He couldn’t even call to Tink, his heart racing so fast he was afraid he would pass out. Swallowing his fear, he ran over to where Ratu was lying and dragged her away from the fight. Tink was much faster than the Jabberwock and seemed to be faring pretty well in keeping its attention. It made a grab for her, but she squirted out of its busted hand. Whirling her club around, she smashed another talon, cracking it down the middle.

      “Ratu? Ratu?” The naga was unconscious but alive. After spotting a pair of rats hidden under a toppled bookshelf, he had them drag her into the sealed room they had come from. The Jabberwock couldn’t reach her here. Satisfied she was safe for the time being, he peered around the corner to see what was happening.

      “Tink smash stinky dragon into jam!” She sidestepped another blast of steam that scoured the stone beneath her clean of debris. The creature was clearly frustrated, extending its serpentine neck to headbutt her. Its head was larger than she was, and one of its long fangs caught her ankle when she tried to roll away.

      “Tink, get out of there!” His heart raced frantically, and his stomach churned; he was so scared he felt like he was going to throw up.

      “Husband run first, Tink follow!” She blocked an attempt to grab her, smashing another of the Jabberwock’s claws.

      He ran across the room to the stairs, sliding underneath a jet of steam, nearly slipping on the wet floor. His whole body was filled with ice now, danger waiting for him in every corner of the room, his magic warning him to GET OUT!

      “Tink, I’m—” He looked back in time to see the Jabberwock grab Tink by the feet with its tongue. It dragged her toward its open maw, but she flipped over the club and, using her feet to aim it, fired the secret arrow from its base.

      The bolt pierced the creature’s eye, causing it to let out a shriek of anger. It jerked its head back, pulling Tink through the air by the rope from the club. She landed hard on the ground, clutching her weapon tightly against her chest. The rope connecting them went slack, then slowly tightened as the beast lifted its head.

      Opening its mouth wide, the Jabberwock snatched Tink in its jaws and shook her back and forth, smashing her against the hard stone walls. She let out a scream when it smacked her on the ceiling, the goggles tumbling from her head and crashing onto the floor. Tink went limp, her pain-filled eyes briefly connecting with Mike’s.

      Lifting its head, the Jabberwock opened its jaws, and she fell into the back of its mouth. Its huge crocodile maw slammed shut like a vise, and she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      It was several minutes before Yuki stepped into the pool, taking the shortcut back to the house. Fearful the demon would find a way to abduct her, she had cast several spells over the pool in an attempt to lure him out. Figuring she officially had no other options, she jumped in, Jenny clutched tightly against her chest.

      When the closet spit her out, she quickly leaped to her feet and shut the door behind her. The water sank into the wood as if the house was thirsty. In the front room, she opened up the curtain to reveal that the front yard was as she had left it.

      “What do I do now?” Yuki held up the little doll, looking deep into its painted glass eyes. The demon had taken Beth without a care in the world, and Yuki had turned her to stone just as quickly, Beth’s body sinking away into another plane of existence. She wasn’t worried about the demon undoing the spell, but now she feared Beth would get smashed by a vengeful demon who might attempt to come after her.

      Beth had given up everything to keep the house safe. That was how Emily had used to be, back before she had disappeared. Either the woman was very brave or stupid, or both, and Yuki was struggling with the ramifications.

      “Do you think I was wrong?” she asked Jenny, not expecting an answer. The little doll was limp, and Yuki cast a quick spell to make sure she was still in there. Satisfied Jenny hadn’t vacated her cloth body, she set the doll up on the mantel.

      “Beth said they forgave you for causing trouble. Do they know how many people you killed?” Yuki knew of at least a couple of occasions that the doll had escaped and the host had ended up dead. However, she now lived with at least one viable human host. What was keeping Jenny from possessing Beth permanently?

      There were too many thoughts going through Yuki’s mind, and she couldn’t process them all at once. Too much was at stake, and if she made the wrong decision, she would lose the house. Frustrated, she flopped down onto the couch.

      How many times had she been captured by humans in her long life? They were too many, and the instances ran together in her mind. A feudal lord in Japan, farmers in China, even a group of fishermen who’d caught her in a net and insisted she was some type of wish-granting deity. She scowled at the memories, turning her thoughts to Emily once more.

      “Why did you betray me?”

      The empty room had no answers, and neither did the doll on the mantel.

      Yuki closed her eyes, fighting the grief that swelled in her chest. Had Beth been right? Was Yuki’s judgment clouded by what Emily had done? Upon meeting Mike, she had tried to kill him, never even giving him a fair chance to explain himself. How much of that had been the desire for revenge she could never have?

      For years, she had promised to kill Emily on sight, without any hesitation. Being able to commit to murdering a loved one was nearly impossible, and those long years had been spent emotionally distancing herself from everything. When push came to shove, she used the eye to resolve disputes rather than taking a life. Her inability to commit had further frustrated her, and she had acted without thinking, seeing the man as an immediate threat. There would be no bargaining, simply justice.

      Now the house itself had turned against her—and that was unexpected. The hero’s welcome she had hoped for on her return was now the solemn march of a villain.

      “Why?” She stood and approached Jenny. “Why does it have to hurt so much? I thought when I came back, everything would put itself together. But then I hear about this man, this supposedly wonderful person. I remember how everyone loved Emily, but she did bad things. I thought that was maybe because of her magic, the nymph inside her. The Caretaker is loved because of their magic, not their actions. And now here I am, fucking everything up while they defend him!” She stomped her foot, and a chill wind rushed through the room, briefly lifting the edge of the area rug.

      “Tell me, Jenny! If it was up to me, I would lock you in a block of ice for all eternity, in the Vault, but he gave you a second chance! Was he right? Do you deserve it? Is he truly a good man? Because even a good man can fall from grace!” Yuki slammed a fist into the mantle, knocking loose a brick and breaking the skin of her hand wide open.

      “Ow, baka kitsune,” she hissed in pain. Sticking the wound in her mouth, she licked up the blood and waited. Minor wounds were an inconvenience, and she used magic to speed up the healing process. Pulling her hand free, she scowled at the itchy scab on her hand.

      Idiot indeed. There was a mirror over the hearth that had been covered with a piece of fabric. Yuki pulled it down and looked at herself, taking in the image of the fox who looked back. Once, she had prided herself on her ability to approach things logically, to survive in the wild using her wits. Her years in confinement had worn away that person, leaving behind the raw nerve she had become, so eager to act or react. Being honest with herself for the first time, she saw little more than a scared, stupid fox girl so obsessed with revenge that she could no longer see the forest for the trees.

      “Naia.” Her best friend, her confidante. Even if the nymph had forgotten her, it wouldn’t change the caring soul she had been when they’d met. If she could talk to anybody right now, it would be her.

      Frowning, she paced the room, occasionally glaring at Jenny. The doll was no use, and without Daisy, she had nobody else to talk to. She had effectively traded one prison for another.

      Taking a deep breath, she made the decision, walking toward the back door of the house. She would free Naia and hear her out, let her talk. It was time for the voice of reason to speak to her, to help her make an informed decision.

      Her wards went off.

      “Chikusho,” she swore. What now? All her wards were being broken, and she walked to the front window of the house to look outside. The front yard was a pristine canvas, her wand warriors standing at proud attention like a small group of trees. A gentle wind scattered ice crystals across the yard, and a small group of figures stood at the wrought-iron gate she had built.

      Letting out a grunt, she focused her attention on a patch of snow and swirled her magic around, raising a figure from it. Closing her eye, she let her consciousness flow into her clone, satisfied her body was safe inside the home. Shaking snow off her shoulders, she walked down toward the gate, her crystalline tail swishing behind her.

      There were three of them. An older woman with long, braided hair that reached her waist. A black woman who wore a gown that left little to the imagination, her skin painted with runes of fresh blood. The third member was an Arab man in a suit, a cocky smile on his face. He lightly fingered a ring on his left pinky.

      “Ah, you must be the newest addition to the home.” He smirked, his gaze traveling along Yuki’s body. “And a fine-looking one at that.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Manners first. I am Amir. These are my associates Elizabeth and Kali.” He waved his hands at the women by his side. “Frankly, we are here for the house.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      Amir sighed. “Sadly, I was afraid you would say that. If we must, then we must. But I was hoping you would be a bit more reasonable. You see, Mr. Radley has been quite stubborn, and I was certainly hoping to work something out. I feel I would be remiss if I didn’t at least put an offer out there.” He turned around and waved at the street behind him. “If you would be willing to leave, to walk away for good, I would provide you immeasurable financial compensation. In my world, money really does grow on trees. You would be free from harassment, allowed to go wherever you wish while my associates do our work here.”

      “I think you overestimate your chances here.” Yuki held out her arms, sending her magic into the ground and forming several ice minions, beings about three feet tall with jagged teeth. “This place is essentially a fortress. You can fight me, but you will lose.”

      Amir shook his head. “Okay. I tried.” He rubbed the ring on his finger with his other hand, and dark smoke flowed out from it, pooling near his feet to form a man that was roughly four feet tall. His skin was dark orange, and he wore a white-and-red vest, with large golden chains fastened around his neck. His legs faded into the smoke that leaked from Amir’s finger.

      “Master?” The djinn’s voice was surprisingly deep for his size, and his inky black eyes locked on Yuki. They were sad, and the being stuck his hands in spectral pockets, awaiting orders.

      “Today’s wish is for you to remove this gate. With prejudice.”

      “As you wish.” The djinn floated forward and placed his hand on the cool metal of the bent swords. “Nothing personal,” he said quietly to Yuki.

      With a light shove from the djinn, the gate ripped free of the stone pillars and blasted through Yuki, shattering her clone. Her awareness popped back into her body, and she snarled, watching the gate collide with the edge of the house and fall apart. The Page of Wands had already charged toward Amir, but Elizabeth had set it on fire. It now ran around, clawing at the flames on its head. The djinn had turned back into smoke and flowed into the ring.

      “Damn, damn, damn.” She sprinted to the door, pulled off her eye patch, and ran outside. Amir was only a couple of feet into the yard, casually swatting away her minions with a wave of unseen force. When he looked up, Yuki let out a gasp.

      “We saw what you did to our associate,” Amir explained, his grin wide under the black blindfold. Elizabeth and Kali wore them too, and Kali seemed to be setting up some items in preparation for a large ritual. “We don’t need our eyes for this.”

      “Ketsumedo yarou.” Yuki slid her tarot cards from her sleeve, into her hand and commanded the ice to attack. The remaining minions swarmed Elizabeth, but she spat out a black goo that expanded and caused them to stick together. Large icicles rose from beneath the snow and launched forward, but Amir let out a yawn and shattered them with his fist when they came close.

      “Set up a perimeter around the sundial,” he said to Elizabeth. “I’ll see to Kali.” The Queen of Wands charged him, but he grabbed her with his hands and yanked, ripping her in half vertically. “If we keep them from using the dial, we can have this done by nightfall.”

      “Like hell you will!” She slid the Knight, Queen, King, and Page of Swords into her fingers and threw them like knives. They exploded in midair, showering the yard in sparks as four armored figures burst into being. The knight and king charged at Elizabeth, who took several steps back and summoned a ring of green fire around her that they bounced off of. Amir’s smile faltered when the queen and page attacked him. As he rubbed a ring on a different hand, the smoke from within formed into a scimitar.

      “And I haven’t forgotten about you,” Yuki muttered, pulling loose the Five of Pentacles. Kneeling, she pushed away the snow and shoved the card into the ground. On the other side of the yard, large cylinders of stone burst from the soil, breaking apart Kali’s objects and knocking her around. Kali hissed something and sent an angry ball of light at Yuki, but she caught it in her hand and held it up to inspect.

      “Huh.” I have no idea what this is. She hooked her fingers in it and yanked, ripping it to pieces. Kali ran for the front gate just ahead of the King of Wands, then spun about and held up her hands, fingers pointed.

      A blast of lightning rocked the yard, shattering the King of Wands. Amir had overpowered the Queen and Page of Swords, his blade cutting through their armored bodies and leaving them in ruin. Elizabeth was now outside the green ring of fire, the king and knight trapped inside. Yuki’s magic militia was falling apart.

      Yuki shuffled the cards quickly, watching Amir approach. After pulling it out, she held Judgment over her head and winced in advance.

      The horn blast from above was loud enough to break the windows of the house. A fierce wind built up, forcing Amir to kneel to remain in position. Ice and snow blew away, forming large drifts along the front fence of the yard, and Kali made a break for it, sliding between the lions and vanishing into the street.

      The sound intensified, lifting Elizabeth off her feet and tossing her bodily over the gate along with the King and Knight of Swords. Amir grimaced, turning his sightless face toward her.

      “This isn’t over,” he mouthed and then let the wind carry him away. Once he was airborne, a large rug lifted from behind the fence and caught him, ferrying him to safety.

      Yuki lowered her hand with a gasp, tossing the scorched card to the ground. Most of the ice and snow had been blasted free of the yard, and the gate was a mess. Summoning her magic, she began to rebuild her defenses, her heart racing.

      They would be back. Their siege had begun.
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        * * *

      

      Mike’s mouth was dry, his limbs numb. His heart slammed so hard against his ribs that he was afraid he would break apart, and the cold feeling in his gut now spread throughout his entire body. The Jabberwock lowered its head to regard him with its remaining reptilian eye. It snorted, a blast of steam filling the air, then used the rim of the opening to pull itself forward, reaching for Mike with its damaged paw.

      The magic inside him uncoiled, ripping through his body. The air around him went cold, and he could feel it like a thousand angry spiders beneath his skin, squirming around and demanding release. As one, they rushed up through his body, spiraling in a tight circle as he took an insanely deep breath. The world moved in slow motion, hot tears springing to his eyes as he opened his mouth and screamed.

      “TINK!” The magic came out all at once, moving outward in a wave of force. The room shook, causing dust to fall from the ceiling, and the Jabberwock blanched, jerking its head up and slamming it into the top of the opening. His yell went on for several seconds, his whole body vibrating with power. His own voice sounded like it was far away, and he realized he was hearing an echo from the distant mountains.

      It was the rage-filled cry of a banshee.

      Letting out another roar, he charged the Jabberwock, sliding his dagger free of its sheath. The beast was stunned but had quickly backed out of the entryway and was flapping its wings, desperate to gain lift. The wind rushed through Mike’s thick air, and he was almost upon the beast when it pushed away from the wall, sinking just over the edge.

      Mike leaped after it, falling several feet before crashing into its belly. It was covered in so much hair that it was easy for Mike to grab a handful of it with his free hand and use the knife to penetrate the Jabberwock’s thick hide.

      The Jabberwock dropped into the valley, spinning around in an attempt to dislodge him. Mike’s whole body tingled now, and his hands moved on their own. When the Jabberwock dove, he would reposition himself, crawling higher on the beast toward its head, then hang on for dear life when it pulled up. Every move it made came to his mind just before it happened, allowing him to remain attached.

      Unable to dump Mike, the beast slammed into the wall of the cliff, rocks crunching and falling free. Mike twisted to its blind side, rolling out of the way to avoid being crushed into paste but unable to dodge the sharp bits of stone that cut at his arms. It did this a few more times and then started a slow climb into the air.

      It soared out toward the edge of the island, the miles passing gently beneath them. When it reached a higher altitude, it rolled onto its back and fell while clawing at its own belly. Mike had already tucked himself along its side, where it couldn’t touch him.

      He stabbed the Jabberwock a few times, but it didn’t bleed. Rather, hot mud flowed from its wounds, and he knew it would take drastic measures to bring the beast down. It had no discernible anatomy on the inside, so he wondered if he could blind it.

      Since his handholds became slick where he stabbed the beast, he slid his dagger back in its sheath and fastened it into place with the snap. The Jabberwock tried to ascend and fell twice more, then turned around and flew back toward the tower.

      When it returned, It whipped around suddenly, then dove past the centaurs on the cliff. They riddled the beast with arrows, and Mike was surprised to discover that none of them had hit him. However, the arrows made excellent handles to climb with, and he continued up toward the base of the Jabberwock’s neck. It did this again, and Mike realized it was trying to get the centaurs to dislodge him. An arrow just missed Mike’s cheek, and he moved his head in time to avoid two more. The arrows helped him reposition himself on the creature’s side.

      The Jabberwock dropped into another free fall, but Mike grabbed onto one of its four bat-like wings. When it flipped over near the ground to glide away, Mike shifted positions, Naia’s magic guiding him, and landed neatly on its back. There was a part of its spine that looked very much like a saddle, so he locked his legs around the bony protrusions nearby and held on.

      He was hundreds of feet in the air, finally getting a chance to see the entire island all at once. That alone should have terrified him, but he felt as if the sky had been his home for years.

      “Time to land,” he muttered, then drew his weapon and stabbed the creature in the base of its wing. The blade cut cleanly through, and they immediately lost altitude. The Jabberwock tried to turn, but another stab caused it to change course and head straight for the tower.

      The Jabberwock grabbed hold of the upper tower wall then and tumbled over, crashing into the garden below. Mike’s whole body was jerked around, but the wings prevented him from being crushed by the stony ground. He kept cutting until the wing fell free, and the Jabberwock let out a hiss, folding up its battered wings and rolling its serpentine body across the garden.

      Mike couldn’t hold on any longer. He leaped free and grabbed onto the ladder by the gate, quickly climbing to the ledge to avoid being crushed. Finally realizing it was free of him, the Jabberwock turned to face him and let out an evil hiss. Then gagged. The creature coughed twice, then gagged again, its jaws opening wide. In the back of its throat, Tink clung tightly to the club, her eyes wide in fear as she turned the crank that tightened the rope. The arrow was still embedded in the Jabberwock’s skull, and every time the beast tried to swallow her, its whole head jerked sideways when the rope tightened.

      Zel galloped across the garden, unseen by the Jabberwock. Rearing up on her hind legs, she gave it a powerful kick to its side, and it coughed hard enough that Tink dislodged completely, swinging underneath its jaw like a green pendulum. Her dress was shredded, and her body was covered in saliva.

      It swung its large reptilian tail at Zel, knocking her through one of the garden beds. The last Mike saw of her was all four hooves in the air and then the leaves of the bushes that caught her.

      The Jabberwock opened its mouth and blew a long jet of steam at Mike. He leaped to the side, sliding the dagger free of its scabbard.

      When the Jabberwock swung its head, Tink smacked up against the ladder, letting out a grunt. Climbing slightly higher, she put enough slack in the rope to pass the club through the ladder’s metal rungs, then turned the club sideways to lock it in place.

      The Jabberwock’s head was yanked sideways when the rope went taut, and it could no longer turn to follow Mike. It pulled several times, but Tink held on to the rope, keeping tension on the line to prevent the club from popping free. She grumbled under her breath, her body bouncing against the stone wall of the rampart. The Jabberwock tried to twist its body around but only succeeded in flailing all over the garden.

      A shadow formed above them all. Mike looked up to see an enormous cobra wrapped around the tower, descending rapidly in a tight spiral. Longer than the Jabberwock, it flung itself forward, the two creatures clashing with fangs and claws.

      Ratu wrapped her body around the Jabberwock and squeezed, pinning it down. Unable to move its limbs, it hissed angrily. Tink pulled the rope tighter, stretching out its neck and holding its head in place.

      Mike leaped down onto the beast, and it cried out. He held his dagger up high, then plunged it into the Jabberwock’s neck.

      “Snicker snack, motherfucker!”

      The blade sliced through the thick flesh of the monster, showering everyone in hot mud. Sputtering, Mike held on tightly while cutting, and eventually the Jabberwock’s head fell free of its body, crashing against the stones of the garden. It snapped its teeth together, and its body tensed up, thrashing in its death throes. However, as mud flowed freely from it, the head and body deflated like a giant balloon, flooding the garden with hot soil.

      It was over.

      After sliding down its shriveled body, Mike ran to the ladder and yanked Tink off the bottom rungs, clutching her tightly to his chest.

      “Don’t you ever scare me like that again!” His voice was raw with emotion, and he didn’t care that he was crying. Tink said nothing, only sobbing in response. Satisfied she was okay, he went to help Zel.

      Ratu released the Jabberwock’s corpse, her body shrinking down to a normal size. Her outfit was a wreck, and she had multiple scrapes on her body. She approached the messy remains, scrutinizing the area.

      “That was…unexpected.” She sat down on the ground and watched the Jabberwock dissolve into mud. “And more than a little fascinating. This whole beast was constructed of earth and animal essence.” She stuck her hand in the mud and pulled out a glowing stone the size of her fist. “Ah, so that’s how she did it.”

      Figuring Ratu was fine, Mike looked for Zel and found her near the fountain. The bushes had broken her fall, smearing her body in blueberry juice. “Are you okay?”

      “Hardly, but I’ll live.” He helped her roll over, and she winced. “I messed up my ankle pretty bad though.”

      “But you’re alive. That’s all that matters.” He gave her a hug and let out a sigh. They had survived. After sliding free of her embrace, he sat on the ground next to her and then fell onto his back. The whole world seemed so big now, weighing in on him.

      “Mike?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.” He yawned, his body suddenly heavy. His muscles hurt, and he could no longer hold up his head. “I’m just going to…take a nap…” He closed his eyes, darkness swooping in to claim him.
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        * * *

      

      A cool breeze blew through the window, making Mike shiver.

      Opening his eyes, he saw a giant crack in the stone ceiling above him. When he sat up, his whole body flooded with cramps, making him gasp in pain. He had been wrapped in bandages, the naga-skin tunic completely gone. When he pulled the blankets down, he realized that, other than some bandages, he was naked.

      “I was wondering how long you would sleep.” Ratu was holding one of Yuki’s journals and sat on a chaise lounge across from him, but she seemed taller than normal. Mike looked around and realized he was lying on the dusty old mattress that had been in Yuki’s room and that now rested directly on the floor.

      “What time is it?” His voice was raspy, his throat raw. A drink of water sounded marvelous.

      “Nighttime. You were out all day, which is probably for the best.” Ratu rose and came to his side with a silver mug. When she offered it, he drank from it greedily. It tasted like mint. “How do you feel?”

      “Strange.” When he lifted his arms, they were sore, but he felt an odd tightness through his chest. He rubbed his pecs, wincing at the small wounds that were open there. “I feel tired, but so does my brain. Kind of. When I was younger, I used to do gaming marathons and would feel super burned out afterward, but this is different. Everything is a bit foggy.”

      “Yes, well, about that.” She knelt in front of him and inspected his face. “I suspect wrestling with a Jabberwock will do that. Zel was pretty upset with the number of injuries you had.”

      “I shouldn’t have been that injured.” He thought back to the flight over the valley. “I don’t even remember getting hurt.”

      “Ah, well, a good chunk of that was adrenaline. A good portion of it was self-inflicted though.”

      He blinked, confused by her statement.

      “Something else happened, remember?” Ratu plugged her ears dramatically. “It was loud enough to wake me up, that’s for sure.”

      “Oh. Right.” That explained why his throat was sore.

      “I have some suspicions, which we can confirm later, but I want you to tell me what happened while you were riding that thing.”

      It took a few minutes to tell the story. He stopped every few sentences to sip from the silver mug and told Ratu how his intuition had guided him and kept him from harm. Once he was finished, she leaned back and smirked.

      “Interesting. So you rode on this thing without a care in the world, somehow held on for dear life, and drove it to the ground.”

      “When you say it that way, you make it sound impossible.”

      “It should have been.” Ratu took Mike’s arm and stretched it out, and he winced. “You pulled most of these muscles. Would you like me to explain how?”

      “Sure.” He winced again. “Where is Zel?”

      “She’s on the ground floor, sleeping. She can’t climb the stairs. Her ankle is pretty bad. Tink helped me carry you up here.”

      “Where is she?”

      Ratu chuckled. “Last I saw her, she was stuffing her face in the kitchen along with the rats. They had quite the tale for us as well.” She passed along everything Tink had seen, and Mike felt the bottom of his stomach drop out when he heard that Yuki had turned the others to stone. Once Ratu was finished, he started to stand up.

      “I need to get back,” he said, but Ratu pushed him back onto the bed, her body on top of his.

      “Not until tomorrow. The rats need time to open a portal home, and everybody is wiped out. If you are going to face Yuki, you need to be prepared, mentally and physically.” Her arms slid around his torso, and she gazed intently into his eyes. “And I have a theory I want to test.”

      “I don’t know that now is—” Her lips met his, and he felt tremendous heat radiate from her body into his. A wave of arousal washed over him, and she broke the kiss, sitting up and straddling his waist.

      “I think now is exactly the time,” she told him, rubbing her crotch against his. “It will take your mind off things and could even help your recovery.”

      “How?” A groan escaped him, and he let his head fall back.

      “That’s something we will find out together.” A mischievous grin crossed her face, a wave of snakeskin rippling across her cheeks and down her neck. She pulled open her kimono to reveal the smooth tops of her breasts. “Do you remember when we spent the night in the ice cave?”

      “How could I forget?” They had been freezing to death and had eventually ended up naked in each other’s arms. Just another weekday, he thought to himself with a grin.

      “The lightning. I want to see the lightning again.” When she slid out of her robes, they folded up around her legs and then melded into her skin, the flying dragon moving up her thighs and now circling her torso like a magical tattoo. “Show me your magic, Mike Radley.”

      “You certainly are forward.” The heat pulsing through him helped his muscles relax, and he slid one hand across Ratu’s breast. The skin beneath it was reptilian, and he marveled again at just how soft it felt against his thumb.

      “I don’t have time for men who play games.” She leaned forward again to kiss him but bit his lip playfully instead. Her breasts pressed against him, and the tightness in his chest relaxed a little. “Especially interesting ones like you.”

      “I’m not that…yeah, I don’t think I can say it with a straight face anymore.” Something had rolled over in his head, his sense of self just a little bit larger. He wasn’t so sure about who or what he had become, but he was no longer a reclusive web developer. Here, in the arms of a naga, her blazing eyes just inches from his, he felt like the center of the universe.

      “I can say without a doubt that you are one of a kind. I have met no human quite like you, and I have met many.” She nibbled on his lower lip and then moved past his cheek, her mouth now on his ear.

      Her breath was hot against his skin, and he could feel the tip of her tongue split in two along his lobe. One side ran just underneath his ear, tickling his neck, while the other teased the outer ridges of his ear. She whispered softly with each breath, and he felt the heat pulsing through his body shift, targeting the areas where he hurt the most.

      “Are you healing me?” he whispered.

      “Not quite. Just a little targeted heat therapy.” Ratu had developed a temporary lisp, and the words spoken directly in his ear made him shiver in anticipation. She was grinding on him now, a thin pair of red panties separating her flesh from his. He grabbed her by the hips and pushed up into her, his cock swelling.

      She was right. This was taking his mind off things.

      “Summon your magic for me,” she hissed in his ear. “I would feel it run through me again.”

      “I’ll do my best.” It was hard to concentrate on controlling it when he was already so aroused. His mind took a step back from his body and gave his magic a gentle prod. It moved sluggishly, slowly creeping through his body.

      “Hmm, yes, I can feel it shifting within you.” Scales rippled across her body, and she let out a tiny moan. A couple of stray sparks formed on Mike’s chest but then sank back into his skin.

      “I’m sorry. I’m having a bit of trouble.” His cheeks became hot, and he was reminded of all the times he had failed to perform with prior girlfriends. Sure, his cock was hard, but the naga wanted something more of him, and his failure to produce was bringing back bad memories.

      “I think you just need a little help.” She licked her way down his neck, pausing to lovingly run her hands along the scars on his side. Her tongue teased his belly, tracing wet circles around where his cock lay.

      “I like that,” he told her, closing his eyes and relaxing. When her tongue finally found his shaft, it wrapped around the base, squeezing him rhythmically. She placed her hand under his balls, massaging his prostate through the skin beneath.

      “Let’s see if we can build up a charge,” she said around her tongue, her voice thick.

      “Please don’t make any more puns,” he groaned, shivering when her long oral digit circled just beneath his thick glans and squeezed. Her tongue acted much like a cock ring, coaxing blood into his cock and trapping it there. The pressure building inside him rode the boundary between pain and pleasure.

      Ratu teased him this way for several minutes before sucking him into her mouth. Her tongue swirled all around him, the sensation making him a little dizzy. When he felt like his orgasm was getting close, she clamped down on the base of his cock and held perfectly still.

      “You tease.” He lifted his head in time to see a flurry of sparks manifest and then disappear. “It seems to be working.”

      “Fascinating. It’s almost like you pulled a magic muscle.” Ratu was barely legible, drooling all over his crotch when she spoke.

      “Stop talking with your mouth full,” he told her.

      She laughed, causing a weird ripple effect along his shaft. Shifting her body weight, she took him all the way into her mouth and sucked hard, pulling upward. He watched in amazement as his cock slowly slid into view, still tightly wrapped in her snakish tongue.

      The light in the room dimmed, and he tilted his head back to see Tink standing over him, her hands firmly placed on her hips. She had already patched what remained of her dress, and a scowl was fixed to her face just beneath her goggles.

      “What husband doing?” she asked, sliding the goggles up above her eyes.

      “Um…Ratu has a theory about my magic.” He grinned sheepishly.

      Tink rolled her eyes dramatically. “Snake face always have theory. Husband needs rest.”

      “Actually…” Ratu pulled her mouth free with an audible pop, Mike’s wet cock slapping against his belly. “If my theory is correct, this will actually help him recover.”

      “Oh?” Tink cocked her head. “How?”

      “I need to get him sufficiently aroused. To see his magic.” Ratu picked up Mike’s cock and stroked it. “Care to lend a hand?”

      “Pssh.” Tink’s dress was over her head in an instant. “Tink lend more than hand.” Straddling his face, she lowered herself, her thick green labia now over his mouth.

      Mike’s eyes went wide, and then his vision was obscured by the goblin’s backside. Her tail swished over his head and came to a rest by his ear. He opened his mouth and licked the edges of her pussy, causing her to shudder.

      “Now, we need him horny, but he can’t come yet. Not until we see the sparks,” Ratu explained.

      “Tink make sparks, then.” She placed her hands on Mike’s chest and pushed herself into his face. Ratu’s tongue was back on his cock, and she fellated him as only a naga could, taking him balls-deep into her mouth and sucking him down. He closed his eyes and moaned into Tink, his tongue parting her double folds.

      “Mmm. Husband do good work,” Tink said with approval, patting him on the belly.

      He felt her hands start massaging his pelvis, right above his dick. Ratu kept moving, and his orgasm built once more. With so many hands on him, he felt like he was getting close to a massive orgasm when Ratu held still again, applying pressure.

      “Make him work harder for it, Tink,” Ratu said, and then somebody slapped his belly. Tink rolled her hips back, allowing him to savor her completely, his lower lip teasing her while his tongue slid inside to push against the first of her double clits. Her vagina was sufficiently narrow that it was difficult to push that deep, but she was pressing into his face hard enough to help him.

      When his orgasm subsided completely, Ratu began stroking him again. Tink leaned forward to help, her small hands on the top and Ratu’s larger hands on the base and his balls. They occasionally worked in tandem but then would jerk him at random, disrupting the building pressure within.

      A spark jumped from his mouth into Tink, and she yelped.

      “Ooh, looks like we’re getting there,” Ratu said, letting go. Her body weight shifted forward, and he felt something else envelop the top of his dick. “Ngh, you’re so big!”

      He tried to mumble “thanks,” but his mouth was simply too full. Another spark left him, firing into Tink. Her hands were still on the base of his shaft, while Ratu sank down onto him, and the fire in his belly came to life, hungrily spiraling out along his limbs.

      Breathing deeply, he inhaled Tink’s musky scent, his head swimming with the aroma. The pulse in his cock now matched the rhythm of his inner fire, and he clamped his hands down on Tink’s thighs, holding her in place.

      The magic within him surged, greedily lapping at the beautiful women above him. Where they were connected, he felt a momentary surge of energy, as if their sensuality fed his own inner flame. He thrust himself into Ratu, eliciting a gasp from the naga, and flicked his tongue along the edge of Tink’s clit.

      “Mmm…snake face make sparks…,” Tink said between gasps.

      “Oh yeah. You, nngh, have them too—oh!” Ratu’s hips shuddered, and she rode Mike hard, her hips slamming into his. “Oh yes, I’m gonna come, I’m gonna come, I’m gonna…OW!”

      Tink had leaned forward, and the naga thrashed on his cock.

      “You fucking bit me!” Ratu yelled, her hips slowing down.

      “Husband have to wait, so snake face wait too.” Tink leaned back. “Tink didn’t bite hard. Snakeskin too soft.”

      “Oh really?” Ratu asked. “You think you’re tough?”

      “Goblin much tougher.” Tink lifted off of Mike’s face, allowing him to see Ratu. Tink’s fangs had descended, and a devilish grin had crossed her face. “Naga think she bite better than Tink?”

      “Hey, play nice,” Mike told them, but Tink moved down onto his belly and grabbed Ratu by the hair. She yanked the naga’s head back and kissed her fully on the mouth. Ratu’s hips gyrated during their lip-lock, and then Tink broke the kiss, biting Ratu’s lower lip.

      “Oh, you really are a filthy little goblin, aren’t you?” Ratu kissed her way down Tink’s neck, then bit her on the shoulder. Tink grunted, then grabbed a handful of the naga’s breasts.

      “Snake girl give good bite,” she muttered, licking along the naga’s areolae. The sight had Mike hard as a rock, and he felt his orgasm building.

      “Um, are you two fighting, or…?”

      Tink bit Ratu’s nipple, eliciting a hiss from her. Ratu stuck her hand between Tink’s legs and fingered her ferociously, her hand elongating until it looked like a snake’s tail in the shape of a cock.

      “Ooh, clever snake.” Tink leaned forward and bit Ratu on the neck, exposing her ass to Mike. With a devilish grin of his own, he grabbed the base of her tail with one hand and began pushing on her asshole with his thumb.

      Tink let out a gasp, and Ratu giggled, her legs elongating and wrapping around Mike. He could no longer move his legs, so tightly was he caught in her coils, but Ratu now acted as a large counterweight, allowing him to sit up and grab the goblin from behind. He slid one hand over her small breast, playing with her rock-hard nipples, and pushed forward with his other hand.

      “Ahh!” Tink bucked her hips, and Ratu kissed Mike over Tink’s shoulder. He cut his lip on one of her teeth but didn’t even mind when she squeezed and pulled him as deep inside her as he could possibly go.

      The magic sparks jumped back and forth among the three of them now, eliciting moans and gasps as they were connected by them. A large portion of them entered the naga, who then passed them back to Mike or into Tink with her fingers. Electrical sparks jumped off the goblin onto Mike and Ratu, causing them to flinch away with gasps of excitement.

      When Ratu came, she arched her back and spread her hands wide, waves of heat rolling off her and warming the room substantially. The sparks collected along her arms and face, dancing across her skin. Tink leaned into her, nibbling at the naga’s breasts and grabbing her hips to push her down on Mike’s cock.

      “Stupid snake hurry up,” she muttered, then used her fingers to rub at Ratu’s swollen clit. The naga flinched and let out a laugh before moving backward.

      “Okay, enough already.” Ratu let out a chuckle and pushed off of his cock, moving backward. “It’s your turn.”

      “About time.” Tink turned to face Mike and grabbed the top of his shaft. “Tink wait too long for—” Her eyes rolled up in her head when she sat down, a magical current suddenly connecting them. Her passage was extremely tight, squeezing down on his cock with enormous pressure.

      “Oh no, you don’t, keep going.” Ratu placed her hands on Tink and pushed her down.

      Mike let out a groan, his magic now cascading up and down his spine. With every pulse of fire and electricity through his body, he could feel himself growing lighter, his muscles tensing and then relaxing. Tink rode him hard for several minutes, his cock never going farther than two thirds of the way in. The room was full of her high-pitched cries, and the space between them had become filled with sparks that crept across all three of them.

      Panting, Tink let out a cry and tried to jam herself down onto him. Ratu had grabbed the goblin’s breasts from behind and was now lasciviously licking her neck, and the pressure was simply too much for him to endure any longer. His magic expanded throughout his body, the sparks causing everyone’s hair to stand on end, and then raced down his body toward his groin.

      When he shot his load inside her, he let out a long cry. Sparks crawled onto Tink’s skin, making her entire body buck back and forth. She reached over her shoulder and grabbed Ratu’s hair, yanking her face forward far enough for their lips to meet, and Ratu’s eyes went wide when the magic flooded into her as well.

      Tink screamed into Ratu’s mouth, and the sparks changed color, racing into both Mike and the naga. He tried to pump himself back into Tink once more, but Tink had bounced off him completely, leaving his cock exposed.

      Ratu mounted him again, lightning and heat flowing along her body as she fought for her next orgasm. Disgruntled, Tink mounted Mike once more, sliding her soaking-wet pussy toward his face. He grabbed her ass and pulled her the rest of the way, eagerly lapping up both their juices.

      Leaning back, Ratu grabbed Tink by the horn and pulled her head down to her crotch. Mike was bent just right, and Tink was able to lick at the naga’s clit while she swiveled her hips on him. When her orgasm came, it blasted through all three of them, causing the magical sparks to swirl across them like a storm.

      Swearing in another language, Ratu’s legs melded together, and her lower half wrapped around Mike, pinning him in place. He grunted, then gasped for air as he pumped a load into her as well, his stomach tightening up so much that he thought his lower ribs had cracked.

      Ratu screamed when Tink shifted and bit into Ratu’s upper thigh, another orgasm ripping through Tink. Her vagina tensed up, forcing out Mike’s tongue and his earlier load.

      “Oh God, I yield! Parley!” He held up his hands in the universal sign of a time-out, but it was no good. Ratu nearly crushed his lower half with her snake body as she fought hard through her third orgasm, finally letting out a cry of relief that dispersed the magic into the air. Tink threw herself off his torso, clawing her way toward the edge of the bed to escape the effect of his magic.

      “Ratu, please!” he begged. Her tail had circled his abdomen and was now moving across his rib cage. When she looked at him, she had a dangerously predatory look in her eye.

      “Oh, how exciting.” A sly grin crossed her face, and then she saw that her lower half had expanded to take up nearly half the bed. “Looks like I lost control a little bit.”

      “Yeah…” Mike sighed in relief when she withdrew, savoring the sensation of blood flow to his legs again. Ratu slid off him, her fingers catching a large gob of his cum in one hand.

      “This is interesting.” She smelled it first, then tasted it with a forked tongue.

      “Is something…wrong with my…load?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” She licked it off her fingers, sucking them dry. “There’s a tremendous amount of magic inside it.”

      “Like, life essence or whatever?” He couldn’t think straight right now.

      “That too. You said you were tapped out but were able to generate quite a bit of energy through the act of coitus. How interesting.” She moved off to the side and snuggled in near his armpit. “If I didn’t know better, I would say that was my magic inside it.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Why would your magic be in my…” He lost himself in the light in her eyes and couldn’t help but match her grin. “You know what? Never mind. I’ll let you explain first and ask questions later.”

      “Thank you.” She traced her finger along his ribs. “Your magic is like the tide. It ebbs and flows and can carry things away and toss them up on the shore. As we shared each other’s bodies, your magic mixed with mine.”

      “I guess that makes sense. What about Tink?” He looked over to see that she was out cold on her belly.

      “She doesn’t have magic, not like you or I do. How do you feel?”

      “Tired.”

      “Still sore?”

      “Um…” He tested his free arm. “Not as bad, actually.”

      “In the same way I or others can draw magic from your essence, you have been drawing magic from us. But I think it goes beyond that. I’ve been thinking about what happened during your fight with the Jabberwock. You manifested abilities that you shouldn’t have had access to, very specific ones.”

      He nodded, knowing exactly what she was talking about.

      “Tell me, have you had sex with the banshee before?”

      “A few times.”

      “Interesting. These sparks of yours. Did you use them then?”

      “Yeah, but they weren’t mine; they were Cecilia’s. Naia thinks they rubbed off on me somehow.”

      “Oh. OH!” Ratu sat up, staring off into the distance. “When you first had sex with Cecilia, I imagine there were difficulties? Banshees weren’t built for breeding, after all.”

      “Yeah, it was weird. The sparks started crawling all over me, and her clothes wouldn’t let me remove them.” He thought back to their first encounter. “But does that matter?”

      “Magic is a mysterious power, but the biggest rule of magic I would share with any apprentice is that it relies heavily on intent and conveying that intent through actions. Do you ever wonder why gods used to demand sacrifices and such? It’s not like tossing a virgin in a volcano suddenly suffused them with power. Rather, the idea that their followers would be willing to give one of their own to the gods helped complete the pact, or activate latent magic. That raw power needs a focus, somewhere to go, and any sort of ritual helps direct that power.”

      “I don’t understand. What are you trying to say?”

      Ratu let out a small laugh. “I won’t pretend to fully appreciate the ramifications of the soul swap that Naia does with you. However, I suspect when you attempted to couple with Cecilia, your whole body was suffused with ancient fae magic. All that energy without a focus, like a bomb without its trigger. What happened immediately afterward?”

      “Uh…” He thought back a bit to his first week in the house. “She disappeared, and I went to the bathroom to…Naia helped me finish.” His cheeks burned at the admission, remembering how the magic had swept back and forth between him and Naia when he’d come. “It created a weird feedback loop.”

      “Uh-huh. You and Naia are resonant souls because you each already have a piece of each other entwined. She uses sensuality to power her spells, and the only spell you had really been subjected to was the soul exchange. When you two had sex, that connection resonated and the magic flowed back and forth, taking shape as something similar. My educated guess is you have been inadvertently casting the same spell she did through sexual contact, exchanging bits and pieces of your soul. The effect with Cecilia would be the strongest, primarily because she is the source of the magic.”

      “That’s how I was able to scream?”

      “A piece of her lives within you. As a spirit being, she is her magic. I don’t expect you to be ushering the dead off to the other side, but you could certainly generate her unique vocalization at a cost. That also means she carries a small piece of you inside.” Ratu let out a small chuckle. “And I guess the same could be said about myself. In a sense, spiritually, I am now part human, and you are part naga.”

      “Is that…okay?” He thought of the red lock of Cecilia’s hair where it had once been white and the moment in the cave when she had appeared human. Had he appeared as a banshee to her, if she had been looking? Her being nothing but a spirit, the exchange had been literal in her case.

      “That’s a great question. I don’t know. Ordinarily, magic involving someone’s soul is a tricky business. If I take a piece of it, you lose a piece of who you are. Your memories and experiences won’t change, but it will almost be like that part of you doesn’t work right anymore. If I took a hand from you, you could still use your arm. But what if I took the ability to use your shoulder? Imagine what it would be like being unable to lift or rotate your arm. A piece of a soul is a valuable thing, and removing it would have dire consequences. If I simply took it, I could then fill the void with what I wanted, like magic. Remember the necromancer? He would remove the right pieces and fill the gaps with his magic, allowing him to control most of his creations with little effort.” She flipped her hair back and showed him a patch of snakeskin. “But imagine I took a piece and replaced it with a piece of myself, an equivalent exchange. Functionally, nothing has changed, but just like this skin, I have added a bit of myself. Under the right circumstance, it’s noticeable, but now it belongs to you, and you are still whole.”

      Mike stared in wonder. All those times he had had sex with the others and used his magic, he had actually been making tiny swaps with them. “I should probably tell the others. They should know this has been happening.”

      “Maybe. That’s up to you. When one of you dies, the exchange undoes itself, so it isn’t permanent, per se.” She teased the edge of his limp cock with a fingernail. “But now I wonder what part of me swapped with you?”

      “Like how? Can I do magic like you?”

      “I doubt it. Once you have magic of your own, your body wouldn’t just absorb another type. You’re like a sponge in that regard, already full of water. And because it’s an exchange in such a small amount, the changes wouldn’t be anything drastic. A soul is many things, and power does not make the man.” She playfully ruffled his hair. “I don’t remember this being so thick.”

      “I see.” He ran his fingers through his hair. It had been longer and thicker for some time now, and he wondered who he had inherited that from. “When I was on the Jabberwock, it felt exciting to fly through the sky. I imagine I should have gotten scared, but it felt like a part of me.”

      “The gargoyle, then. Her love of flying is now a part of you.”

      “But she still loves flying, right?”

      “I imagine so, but now she probably has a new interest or trait just waiting to be discovered.” A sly grin crossed her face. “You’ll tell me if you grow scales, yes?”

      He let out a laugh. “I’m sure everyone will know by then.”

      Tink rolled over in bed and gave him a solid punch in the thigh, her mouth open wide in a yawn. “Husband talk too much. Tink tired. Big fight tomorrow.”

      He smiled at the little goblin, running his fingers through her hair and caressing her horns. “You’re right. Let’s try and get some sleep.” He laid his head down on the pillow and felt Ratu snuggle up on his free side, her body shifting against his. She radiated heat like an electric blanket, and he closed his eyes, waiting for dreams to take him.
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        * * *

      

      Mike couldn’t sleep so had snuck out of bed to stand outside.

      The cool night air drifted across his bare chest, and he stared up into the dark sky above. Other than the soft glow of the torches in his room, there was no other illumination. The centaurs had fled after the Jabberwock had attacked, even the stubborn Orion bailing on a tower with an angry monster inside. Mike guessed the centaur had found very little reason to stick around and argue with the victor of such a fight.

      The stars above were different from any he could remember, and an entire galaxy ran across the sky, colorful smears that reminded him of the Hubble Deep Field. He wondered if Earth was on the other side of it or if he was looking at a parallel universe that could only be seen from inside the wardrobe. He was both close to home and yet impossibly far away.

      The house was full of secrets but so too were the places it had linked to. His programmer brain was busy trying to make sense of it all, to tie the threads together, but the house was determined to keep its mysteries.

      Turning to look back into the bedroom, he smiled at the sight of Ratu and Tink crashed on the bed together. Tink had grabbed Ratu’s tail and was snuggling it like a giant body pillow. After walking back inside, he filled the silver mug from a pitcher of water that Ratu had left by the chaise. A cool breeze blew through the room because of the large hole in the wall. Curious, he walked over to explore it.

      The hidden room had little furniture, but it did have a small alcove tucked away in the corner. A narrow set of stairs wound upward, and he figured it wouldn’t hurt to check them out. Ducking beneath the low ceiling, he marched upward, stopping every so often to look out the tiny windows that had been carved into the exterior wall. The valley below was dark, though he could occasionally see the soft glow of fires at the centaur camp in the distance.

      He placed a hand on the windowsill and leaned against it, gazing down into the valley. What sort of life did the centaurs lead in such a place, constantly worried about attacks from without and within? They were xenophobic for certain, but was it justified? He could only imagine the persecution they had faced in fleeing their homeland to end up here. That sort of history didn’t tend to breed compassion for strangers.

      He supposed when he left this place, he could simply abandon them, but he didn’t like the idea of leaving things the way they were. If they had suffered at the hands of Yuki or Emily, then perhaps it was time to break the cycle and find a way to make peace. Of course, he should probably send Beth to broker a deal; it wasn’t like diplomacy was his strong suit.

      Beth. The lawyer was easily one of the most powerful tools in his arsenal, a brilliant woman with a sharp mind who seemed to make friends faster than he ever could. He had felt guilty for a bit about her getting sucked into this whole mess, but she seemed to genuinely enjoy her time living with him.

      When he arrived at the top of the tower, he came to a stop. Starlight shined through the decorative skylights overhead. However, what had caught his attention was the stone table in the center of the room. It was just large enough for two people to sit at comfortably, and on it was a game board.

      “Am I dreaming?” he asked aloud.

      The room he stood in now looked like one he had seen in his visions, and he was half convinced he was asleep somehow. Walking across the cool floor, he saw that a few game pieces had been set out on the board. When he picked them up this time, they didn’t blur out or look anything like anyone he knew. Instead, they looked melted, like sticks of half-sculpted wax.

      Frowning, he searched the room, checking the smooth walls for any other clues. In the back of the room, he found a small box set into the wall, the cupboard’s door ajar. Using the flashlight on his phone, he opened the box and looked inside.

      There was another game piece and a bit of metal. When he pulled it out, he realized he was holding half a key.

      Caretaker.

      The voice in his mind sent a chill up his spine, and he spun about. Behind him, along the walls, a shadow crept. The figure had no distinguishing marks, and it held up its arms to show it wasn’t armed.

      Do not fear me, Caretaker. I shall not harm you.

      “…Thanks?” He pocketed the key fragment. “Who are you?”

      I was once like you, and I cared for this place. The shadow moved against the wall toward the window. I witnessed many wonderful things from this, my home.

      “So you were a Caretaker once? For this place? Do you have a name?” Mike wanted to run, but the shadow was between him and the entrance. It didn’t seem hostile, but it gave him a bad feeling, almost like he was going to be sick.

      I no longer remember. The shadow held still, rippling against the wall. I have come to warn you.

      “Of what?” The moment the words left his lips, his mind filled with a vivid image of his home burning down, of his family trying to flee but getting trapped. He could smell the smoke in the air and feel the heat of the blaze on his face, and when the vision released him, he fell against the back wall in terror.

      “What the fuck was that?” he asked, choking on phantom fumes.

      A possible future. There are those who seek the power within, like they did from my home. I died here, fighting powerful enemies, and I would see you succeed where I have failed. The shadow rippled across the room, moving closer to Mike. Let me help you.

      “Help me how?” Mike moved away from the wall and looked at the figurines on the table. On closer inspection, he saw that the pieces had been burned into ash.

      I can guide you on your quest for power. Power to protect those you love.

      “I’m not actually on a quest or anything. I just want to get home.”

      The shadow paused, deep in thought. You have set foot on the path already and have walked farther than most.

      “I’m not entirely convinced you have the right guy.” Now that the shadow was closer to him, he was able to back toward the stairs.

      Let me share with you my knowledge. The room filled with whispers, so many voices all at once. Let me guide your journey.

      “And what do you get out of it? What’s the cost?”

      I just want a piece. The shadow took a step toward him. Your soul burns so brightly. A small piece would let me continue my bleak existence for many years to come. It is only fair that you help me persist that I may help you succeed. You will hardly know it is gone.

      “A piece of my soul?” He frowned, thinking about what Ratu had told him earlier. “Like a soul swap?”

      No. You would willingly give me a piece of my choosing. In exchange, I would give you the next step. A doorway appeared in the stone wall. Behind it was a long tunnel that vanished into an inky void. Along this path lies a power that is rightfully yours. I could guide you from afar, speaking to you through…

      “Nope.” He took a step back, his heel touching the top of the stairs. “Not even an option. If you take a piece of my soul, everything gets fucked up inside my head and then you become the pilot. I already know this trick and have since I was a kid.” His mother’s voice echoed briefly in his head, but he shrugged it away. He was a different person now and no longer a scared little child. “The last thing I need is another voice trying to manipulate me.”

      The whispers became loud and angry, spitting like a pot of boiling water all around him.

      Without me, your world will burn, Mike Radley! You will watch your beloved….

      Mike was already halfway down the stairs, hesitant to look back. What sort of being had he just encountered? And why did it desire a piece of his soul so strongly? Finally stepping out into the room at the bottom, he turned around to make certain the shadow hadn’t followed.

      The staircase was gone, the wall smooth as if the opening hadn’t existed. Wondering if it had been a dream, he stuck his hand in his pocket and closed it around the metal key fragment he had retrieved. Pulling it out, he inspected it in the gentle glow of the torches around him and then stuck it back in his pocket.

      If it was a dream, he was still in it. He walked back into the bedroom and woke Ratu, then explained quietly what had happened. A troubled look crossed her face, and she got out of bed, looking at where the staircase had been.

      “A staircase couldn’t exist here,” she explained, knocking on the stone. “This is essentially an exterior wall. Magic was involved, and I really don’t like it. No more wandering off, okay?”

      “Okay,” Mike promised, his wary gaze on the stone bricks.

      Ratu spent a few minutes laying down magical wards and then proclaimed the room safe enough for them to finally get some rest. She slithered back into bed, letting out a big yawn that revealed her fangs.

      When he crawled under the blankets, he put himself between Tink and Ratu, thinking about the vision the shadow had shown him. Had it been a vision of the future? Would it happen if he didn’t take the shadow’s offer, or was it just dicking with him?

      Tink shifted and bit down on his arm, and Ratu wrapped her legs around his thigh. He stifled a laugh and held them close, letting the shadow’s offer fade away. Maybe the world would come burning down around his ears one day, but until then, there were more important things to hold on to.

      Trying to drift away, he couldn’t help but hear the shadow’s words once more, as if whispered directly in his ears.

      Your world will burn, Mike Radley.
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      They came again in the early hours of the morning, moving silently behind the outer wall. They triggered the wards Yuki had set, causing the kitsune to watch their approach through the window with bated breath. She could see them now, ominous shadows that peered over the wall and then vanished, gathering near the entrance for their next attack.

      Yuki had spent hours building her defenses back up, her mind and body tired from the effort, hoping to catch some sleep. Now she watched with eager anticipation, mentally daring them to come toward the house.

      The shadows gathered at the entrance in a silent conference, then moved forward into the yard. When the closest figure had traveled about twenty feet, an ice dragon raised its frosted head and bellowed, summoning a storm of ice and snow that blasted the intruders. The dark figures in the yard were quickly lost in a storm of ice, forced to retreat.

      Exhausted, Yuki fell onto the couch, allowing herself a quick nap, thinking herself safe until morning. She was wrong.

      Twenty minutes later, they came back.

      The dragon lifted its head again to summon the storm, but they had returned with a trio of small imps that rushed her dragon. The tiny demons ran beneath the dragon as it let loose with the fury of the storm, and her attackers took cover behind the front wall as the imps exploded near the base of the dragon’s long neck. The ice cracked all the way through, and when the dragon took a breath to unleash another storm, its head fell off and shattered on the cold ground beneath.

      They made it halfway up the yard before they encountered the avalanche she had set up for them. The night sky was blocked by the low fog over the house, and she had used several of her cards to trap tons of snow on an artificial ramp of ice. With a snap of her fingers, she watched as the snow flowed over them like a river, burying the front yard in ten feet of snow and then freezing along the top. The front porch was now packed in, so she monitored the chaos through the eyes of an ice crow she had planted on the chimney.

      Seconds after the avalanche had been triggered, she scowled in anger at the sight of a protective bubble under the snow. The eerie blue glow suffused the yard until the invaders poked a hole in the ice above them, helping each other out. Snow beasts formed all around them, and they made another run for it, vanishing between the lions, who were now level with them.

      Thinking they had given up, Yuki was able to get another hour of sleep before she felt a change in the composition of the yard. Beneath the snow, she could sense the beginnings of a powerful magic ritual that summoned a storm of its own, a whirlwind of energy that threatened to undo all her hard work.

      “Silly mice,” she muttered, stepping out onto the porch. Placing a hand on the snow, she could sense them now, tunneling toward her. She tilted her head, frowning. There were at least four of them now. Two had set up a chamber near the front of the yard, and two others were tunneling toward the dial.

      With a sly grin on her face, she drew the Two of Pentacles and held it upside down, pushing it into the snow. It burst into ash, and a tremor rocked the front yard, caving in the tunnels and the chamber they had created. Clearly the intruders had been warded against such dangers, because they were able to dig themselves free, but they weren’t able to escape the icy spears that she summoned from the ground. Blood was splashed across the snow by the time they left, and she went back into the house to lie down on the couch with some tea.

      It was nearly four in the morning when the snow in the yard caught on fire.

      Throwing herself off the couch, Yuki ran outside to see a pair of large fire elementals standing atop the lions and sending balls of flame in every direction. The air reeked of sulfur and swamp gas, and five figures now stood just outside the yard, peering in. Each one wore the same blindfold, and Amir smiled at her through the flames.

      The fire along the top of the snow was being fed by some type of gas that seeped from beneath. The heat from where she stood was nearly unbearable, and it wouldn’t be long until the snow in the yard had been reduced to water vapor.

      The flames moved closer to the house, and she pulled out her cards. She had already used so many, and the deck was noticeably thinner in her hands. Despite so many years of practice, the Minor Arcana each took at least half a day to make, while the Major Arcana took weeks at a minimum. She needed a way to chase off the society for more than a couple days at a time, to replenish her deck, but what would that require?

      She flicked the Queen and King of Cups out of the deck and tossed them toward the snow. Two humanoids made of water formed before her, their hands outstretched. The ensuing rain was heavy but without any wind, and the elementals hissed in fury as they were smothered out. The magical flames on top of the ice were slowly extinguished, and a hard crust of ice began to form. Sinking her magic into the ground, she focused the freezing of the water and sent a shower of man-size icicles at the front gate.

      Amir and his team moved away from the opening, and Yuki snapped her fingers, spiraling the icicles apart at the last second. The King and Queen of Cups moved their hands, focusing the rain near the gate, and the icy conglomerate expanded, turning into a thick wall of ice.

      Yuki let out a sigh of relief, focusing her energy on the falling rain. It began to snow once more, and she leaned against a porch column for support. Not only was she running out of tarot cards, but she was also exhausting her own magic faster than it could be replaced.

      The snowman in the yard had partially melted, its misshapen face sliding apart to reveal the top of the gargoyle’s head. With a violent shake, Abella’s face burst through the slush, showering the ground with icy chunks. Still pinned in place, her dark gaze fixed on Yuki.

      “You’ve seriously fucked everything up. I hope you’re happy with yourself.”

      Yuki just glared at her, fighting back the anger welling up inside. “I didn’t expect this. Nobody could have.”

      “You said you were the new Caretaker. Why don’t you just go out and twist that dial? Prove to us all who’s boss.”

      “Shut up, Abella. I need to think.”

      “Yeah, well…” Abella tilted her head, her ear toward the sky. “You’d better think fast. I can hear them whispering to each other.”

      “And?”

      “Sounds like they’re coming. All of them, from wherever they’re at. While you’re barely holding them back, their team is getting bigger.”

      No!

      The sinking feeling in her gut was officially replaced with a pit of pure despair. These people had the advantage in numbers and resources, and it was a tough pill to swallow, but she needed more than just a deck of cards and some snow. “What would you have me do?”

      “Go get the real Caretaker. It’s a simple solution, really. Bring back Mike, and he can make this all go away.”

      “Absolutely not! I’ve got this…”

      Yuki looked across the yard at the ominous glow behind the ice. No, she didn’t have this under control. Not at all. If Abella was right, she was going to be fighting an uphill battle from here on out, and she was already growing tired.

      It wasn’t fair. She stepped out into the yard, her nose wrinkling at the scent of gas still lingering in the air. After carefully picking her way across the ice, she stepped onto the soggy ground past its boundaries and approached the gargoyle. Abella’s features tightened when Yuki grew near.

      She needed time to think, and if the glow at the gate was any indication, she didn’t have much of it.

      “I can’t bring him back. I don’t know where he is in that world.” Yuki pulled the wardrobe key from her pocket and held it out. “And I can’t leave to look for him either. It would take too long. But maybe…maybe…” She couldn’t bring herself to say it, a hot tear burning its way down her cheek.

      Abella’s features hardened, and she nodded. “Let me out.”

      Yuki placed a hand on the ice and then tapped it with her finger. Cracks spread across it, and she took several steps back. The ice shuddered and then fell apart, collecting in a pile around Abella’s feet. The gargoyle stretched her wings and then shook her whole body, spraying water everywhere.

      “If you can buy me some time, I’ll—” Abella’s features went wide, and she flew toward Yuki, arms outstretched.

      When the wall of ice exploded, shrapnel filled the air and knocked both of them across the yard. The King and Queen of Cups were blown apart, evaporating into a fine mist that clung to the house, and Yuki and Abella tumbled through the snow, coming to a stop at the stairs.

      Abella cried out in pain, placing her hands against her ears and rolling off Yuki. Yuki stood to watch a large metal golem with wrecking-ball hands stride through the opening.

      Somewhere in the distance, someone opened a window and threatened to call the cops if they didn’t stop making so much racket. Yuki almost laughed but was too busy summoning a wall of snow to hide them from the society.

      “The key!” Abella pulled herself up, still disoriented by the blast. “Where is it?”

      Yuki’s lips formed a thin line, and she just shook her head, holding up her empty hands for Abella to see.

      The key was gone. She had lost it in the blast and had no idea where it was.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so what do we have?” Mike looked down at a picture of the house Tink had drawn him.

      It was brightly lit by the rising sun through a nearby window. They stood in the kitchen, the parchment rolled out on the counter and surrounded by rats, Tink, and Ratu. Zel was still out in the stable, her leg too bad to walk on.

      “Fox face turn everyone to stone.” Tink laid rocks out along the map. “One eye out front and big sister in fountain. Rock butt stuck in ice here.” She put down a large stone she had found in the garden. “Fairies and rats all hiding, and not sure about cow fuck or horny lawyer.”

      “Horny lawyer? Really?”

      Tink shrugged. “Tink look in briefcase.”

      He shook his head, making a mental note to ask about that later. “So it isn’t as simple as just going in and shooting her with a trick arrow, is it?” He gave the goblin a wink. “She can turn us to stone with a look, has magic, and wants to kill me. So what are our options?”

      “Hmm.” Ratu touched the paper map. “We can choose to spring up anywhere in the house with a rat portal. Perhaps we can set an ambush?”

      “Maybe. But we have a bigger problem. Even if we defeat her and put a bag over her head, what about the others? Can we get her to return them to normal?”

      “That’s something you would have to ask her. I assume it’s reversible but can’t know for sure. It would also be dangerous to try and figure it out on my own without knowing what type of enchantment it is.”

      “What about the Medusa thing she’s got going on? Any counters?”

      “Don’t make eye contact. Try to look at her through a mirror or close your eyes.” Ratu shrugged. “The only advantage we have is the element of surprise. I suppose we could come up through the Labyrinth and I could get some magic items from the center.”

      “Hmm. I feel like we’re missing something.” He looked over the map again. “What about the Vault? Is there anything there we could use?”

      Tink shook her head violently. “Bad news only. Vault not for fighting.”

      “There’s gotta be…” His eyes fixed on the pebble Tink had laid for Naia. “What about that weird emerald? Is there any way to get that?”

      “I was under the impression Naia had tucked it away, so I’m not sure how.” Ratu tapped the map by the fountain. “But if we could get it, it might just work. It’s powerful enough that you could use it to wish Yuki away or make her obedient, but you’d have to be very careful.”

      “Why?”

      “Every story about wishes is a cautionary tale for a reason. And the stone won’t just work directly. You can’t just say, ‘I wish things were back to normal,’ or whatever. You have to feel it, in here.” She tapped her chest. “It works off of desire, remember? That part of you humans have the least control over.”

      He chewed at a fingernail, looking over the map. “Okay, well, any ideas on how we could get the emerald?”

      Ratu and Tink looked at each other and then both shook their heads. Mike grimaced, his eyes back on the map. The emerald could certainly be used, but he had to get it first and then figure out the best way to use it.

      “Mistress Tink?” A rat appeared at the end of the table, his ears and nose barely visible over the edge. “We are ready to begin.”

      “Tink go look.” She hefted the club onto her shoulders. “Scout out house. Husband wait, then Tink tell what fox face is up to.”

      “Please be careful.” They had the rats open a portal in Tink’s former bedroom beneath the garage. There should have been zero reason for Yuki to spend any time down there, and Tink would be able to slink quietly through the house until she could make contact with Reggie.

      “Tink super careful.” She walked past him and gave his ass a playful pinch. “Husband watch.”

      She disappeared around the corner. Mike looked at Ratu.

      “And now for the worst part.” She sat down and crossed her arms. “Waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, fuck me.” Yuki flopped down onto the porch swing, gasping for air. The iron golem lay dismantled in front of her, and the yard was finally quiet once more.

      When the iron golem had stormed the yard, Abella had rushed to intercept it.

      While it was powerful enough to do the gargoyle serious harm, she was quick enough to evade its clumsy blows and fight back. While the battle itself could have been dealt with, six members of the Society came running in, filling the night air with light and sound as they rained a magical assault down on the front yard.

      The golem tried to attack the dial, but upon impact, its wrecking-ball fist cracked. A lightning storm danced across the yard, and one of the new assailants burst into flame, tossing elementals across the yard. Amir stood toward the back, directing dark clouds across the yard to take up position and begin burning runes into the soil. Whatever he was up to required a fairly large rune, and Yuki was outmatched by their assault.

      When she tossed the Hanged Man card into the yard, it folded itself into smaller and smaller squares before disappearing with a pop. It took several seconds for anyone to notice the effect, but the society broke into a panic once they did.

      Without any air to breathe, a few of them collapsed to the ground, clutching at their throats, the air sucked from their lungs. One of them was dumb enough to rip off their blindfold in a panic, and Yuki was sufficiently fast to stone one of them where they lay, her lips tightly sealed to hold in what little oxygen she had left. Thinking she had outsmarted the society, she was disappointed to see Amir rub that cursed ring of his and summon the djinn.

      The djinn surveyed the situation and gave a nod. Amir made a pair of hand signs that Yuki didn’t recognize, and a dark cloud billowed over the society members, turning them to smoke and then rushing away across the sky. Across the yard, Abella was soundlessly bashing away at the golem.

      Yuki stumbled up the porch and summoned snow and ice to grab the golem by the feet, slowing it down. Abella managed to get ahold of the cracked hand and begin peeling it apart. Whoever had made the golem had done so in a hurry, for the beast was hollow past its elbows, and Abella eventually scrambled into the large hole she had torn to attack it from within. Stumbling back and forth, it eventually collapsed in front of the house, and Yuki was on the verge of unconsciousness when the card’s magic expired.

      A heavy breeze had blown over the yard as the outside air had rushed in to replenish it.

      There was a loud rattling sound inside of the golem, and it tipped forward, Abella squirming out from inside it. Her body was covered in rust, and she tumbled onto the yard, her wings stretching out on the grass.

      “That was close.” Abella held up one of her hands. Scorch marks stretched along her fingertips. “The core was in the head. Whoever put it together left a hole just big enough for me to reach in and crush it.”

      “Mmm.” Yuki’s head pounded, and she leaned forward and put it in her hands. “We only have a few minutes until they come back. I have no idea where that key is. Honestly…” She looked over her shoulder. “It might be best if you just ran. I appreciate the help, but this will only become more dangerous.”

      “Heh. I wouldn’t be doing my job if I left. Speaking of…” Abella rose and walked toward the house. “If Mike were dead, the house would be hibernating. They would be able to come and go as they please, never seeing a single thing of value. If he’s alive, then I know he’s coming back.”

      “You have that much faith in him?”

      The gargoyle nodded. “He’s different from the others. Since the beginning, he has treated us as equals. Even Sofia likes him, but she won’t say it out loud.”

      Yuki chuckled. Sofia was not one to like a human easily; that was for sure. “I need to run out back and unfreeze the others. They can help us.”

      “Can’t you do it from here?”

      “No.” Yuki tapped the side of her head. “Eye contact only.”

      “Is that the only way?”

      Yuki nodded. “Yeah.” She stood and was immediately caught in the high beams of a small sedan that drove onto the yard, tires squealing in the mud. It slid to a stop and was followed by another car, and they formed a V. The doors opened, releasing their passengers into the shadows where she couldn’t see them.

      Damn. She pulled more cards from her deck and tossed them into the air. The Page and Knight of Pentacles appeared from the ground, bursting forth from beneath the slush piled up by the porch. The King and Queen of Pentacles appeared shortly after, standing taller than their compatriots. They all turned to Yuki for direction.

      “Shake the ground. Buy me time.” They nodded and sank into the dirt. The whole yard shook, causing the cars to rock from side to side. Yuki ran for the front door, her hand on the knob, when she heard a low growl from behind her.

      “Oh shit!” She turned to look into the blistering eyes of a pack of hellhounds that crawled over the cars. When they charged the porch, Abella was able to intercept one of them, but the other three made it to Yuki in a hurry.

      Growling, Yuki’s face distorted and her entire body shook as white fur burst from her skin, her fingers elongating into razor-sharp talons. She snagged the first hellhound out of the air and slammed it into the porch hard enough that the wood splintered and the hound disappeared underneath. Sharp teeth sank into her arms, but her fur was thick enough to spare her the worst of the harm.

      Snatching up one of the hounds, she stared into its face with the Gorgon’s eye. The beast turned to stone and shattered when she threw it into the yard.

      Two more hounds came across the top of the car, and then the earth shook again, the alarm on one of the cars activating. Yuki let out a shriek of rage and summoned a spike of ice to drive through the skull of the first, the beast exploding into ash. The next one leaped on top of her, and power streamed through her arms as she sucked the heat from its body and tossed its frozen corpse to the earth.

      Abella crashed into the ground from above, her hellhound exploding into ash. The two of them turned their attention toward the cars.

      “It’s gonna take a lot more than dogs,” Yuki hollered, her claws spread wide. All three of her tails flailed wildly behind her, igniting with arcane energy as her human form melted away to reveal the beast beneath. Her face was feral now, her lips curled around bared teeth.

      The cars shook, and a swarm of nightmare creatures burst from behind them. The air glowed a sinister color from the portal that had been opened, and the light was now bright enough that she could see four figures through the car doors, chanting feverishly.

      Abella crashed into the first creature, a beast that looked like a gorilla with no hair. She was quickly swarmed, but her stone hide was proof against both claws and teeth. While safe, she could do very little to stem the tide.

      Yuki charged forward, sliding a card into her teeth. Down on all fours, she slashed at the beasts as they surrounded her and tried to pin her down. Waves of frost rippled away from her, flash freezing her nearest assailants, and when she got close to the cars, she threw the card like a dagger into the sky.

      The Hierophant hovered in the air, expanding like a hot-air balloon over the bloody scene. The dark sky above cracked open and scoured the yard with beams of holy light. Screams of rage and pain filled the air as the demon tide was blasted into ash, and Abella quickly freed herself and leaped into the sky, then swooped down to grab one of the warlocks who had opened the summoning gate. Then she spiraled up into the bright sky above.

      The others fled, and Yuki collapsed to the ground, watching the spellcasters emerge from beneath their cars. The first one to pass through the lions was smashed from above by the body of the mage Abella had captured, and the gargoyle swooped dangerously close to the edge of the boundary in an attempt to grab a third. The warlocks yelled at each other in Latin, then vanished into the night, dragging their fallen comrades behind them.

      “That’s it, I’m calling the cops!” someone down the street hollered, and Yuki let out a chuckle. A war had broken out in the front yard, contained only by the power of the geas, and the neighbors were only concerned about the noise on the street.

      After fighting to stand up, Yuki had Abella help her push the cars toward the gate to slow down the next attack. The Pentacle royals emerged from the ground to assist, lending their strength. Once finished, Yuki had them spread across the yard, ready to disrupt any further spellcasting.

      The gargoyle looked tired, and the two of them collapsed against the underside of one of the vehicles after tilting it up on its side.

      “How much longer do you think we can hold out?” Abella asked.

      Yuki pulled out her tarot cards. The Hierophant had taken almost a year to make, now gone in a matter of seconds. Many of her remaining cards didn’t have a practical use, certainly not in a fight, and she was officially exhausted. She slid back into human form, her rage subsiding.

      “Not very long. Not like this.” She looked back at the house, suddenly sensing many eyes on her. “I don’t think anyone could have expected this.”

      Abella threw a look of disgust at Yuki and then shrugged it off. “You’d better hope he comes back. These people almost broke the geas last time, and it took all of us to take down just three of them.”

      “Everyone helped him?” She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. “Some of you can’t fight.”

      The gargoyle leaned against the muffler of the car, bending the pipe. “Fighting isn’t always about tooth and claw. It can also be done up here.” She tapped her forehead. “Mike isn’t a fighter, but that’s why he has me. And Sofia. And the others. It isn’t about being able to do everything at once, but convincing those who can do little things to come together to make something big happen.”

      “I don’t remember you being so wise.”

      “Well, I don’t remember you at all.” Abella turned her head and frowned. “Here comes the next wave. Those guys you choked are on their way back. Sounds like you killed one of those demon summoners though. They’re hiding the body before the cops get here.”

      “How many of these people are there?”

      Abella counted on her fingers, then gave up. “I couldn’t even say.” She stood and stuck a hand out to Yuki. “I’m hoping you have a plan.”

      Yuki took Abella’s hand and stood, her cards fanned out in her other hand. She pulled out three of them and held them up. Five years of hard work and dedication had gone into these three cards alone, and it pained her to lose them all together.

      Do what must be done. She slid them into one of her sleeves and then looked at the remainder of her deck. The Major Arcana was now very short on uses she could think of, while the Minor Arcana still provided plenty of utility. She organized the Minor Arcana by suit and number and then put them in a sleeve pocket. Afterward, she stuck the Major Arcana into an interior pocket by her breast. The last thing she needed was to spend time avoiding those last few power cards while in a hurry. Pulling the Moon while she meant to use something else would do her little good.

      A weight in her pocket made her pause, and she stuck her hand inside and pulled out the sunstone. It was cool to the touch, and she briefly wondered if she could use it out here. Realizing it was a surefire way to incinerate the house, she blew on it, encasing it in a thick layer of frost, and then put it back in her pocket. First chance she got, she would put it back in the Vault.

      “Here they come.” Abella’s face scrunched up. “What the fuck is that?”

      “What the fuck is—” A large shadow leaped over the top of the cars, landing on six thick, meaty legs. It had four large claws that clacked together hungrily and a ten-foot-long tail that whipped back and forth. Eyes adorned every side of its body, sinister eyes that blinked and then fixated on Yuki.

      “Time to squash this bug.” Yuki made a fist, her hand freezing over with ice and forming into an icicle. The icicle unfolded, creating a giant claw made of ice, with glistening talons.

      “Let’s.” Abella slammed her fists together and charged.
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        * * *

      

      Stepping through the portal, Mike took a quick look around, his fingers touching the hilt of the dagger. Tink’s workshop was unchanged from the last time he had seen it, and when they walked upstairs into Zel’s lab, it was the same story. The only thing different was how cold it was, and when he silently opened the door to the garden, the chill that hit him sent a shiver down his spine.

      There was snow everywhere, and his breath collected in a cloud before his face, then vanished into the air. In the front of the house, he could hear the sounds of fighting punctuated by roaring, growling, and the occasional blast of magic.

      “You weren’t kidding,” he told Tink, who stood in front of him. When Tink had returned, she had explained with wide eyes that Yuki and Abella were in a large-scale fight with the society in the front yard. However, based on the sounds he was hearing, it was a full-scale war being waged.

      Tink tugged on his pant leg and pointed. When he lifted his gaze, he felt his heart drop through his stomach.

      Though he had been warned, he couldn’t have properly prepared himself for the sight before him.

      Naia, frozen in stone with her hands outstretched.

      His Naia.

      Was she in pain? Aware of her surroundings? It was impossible to know, but he blinked away his tears and moved closer to the fountain.

      A large, snowy mass sat next to the fountain. He stopped long enough to wipe the snow away, frowning at Sofia’s frozen form. When Zel had told him about the centaurs, he hadn’t properly appreciated the grief she must have felt seeing familiar faces frozen in time.

      “You should hurry.” Ratu put a hand on his shoulder. “If nothing else, we can use the emerald to get them back.”

      He shook his head. The goal had been to arrive, turn the dial, and then take down Yuki, but with the society involved, getting to the sundial was going to be nearly impossible. Whatever happened next, they were going to need that emerald first.

      “Now or never, I guess.” He turned to Tink. “Do we still have eyes on the front?”

      She looked at a nearby rat, who nodded back. “Rats make good spies.”

      As the battle for his front yard had progressed, Reggie had taken a vested interest, just waiting to give the order. Apparently the rats were planning to fight if the society breached the front door, which wouldn’t happen until the geas was broken.

      “Okay. Let me know if anything changes.” He walked up to Naia and just looked at her, his heart clenching once more. Fighting the grief that threatened to distract him, he placed his hands on her and closed his eyes.

      “Naia, can you hear me?” It didn’t surprise him when she didn’t answer.

      “Go deeper,” Ratu advised him. “You said she is part of you, yes? You need to speak to that part, not the statue in front of you.”

      “This isn’t a statue. It’s Naia.”

      “For your purposes, she’s just a statue. Visualize.” She gave his arm a squeeze. “I know it’s hard, but you need to do this.”

      “Yeah.” Ratu was right. He would have to distance himself before he could accomplish anything. Closing his eyes, he took a few deep breaths and visualized Naia, not as she stood before him but as he had seen her on that first day. Full of life and in his bathtub.

      Minutes passed, but no amount of meditation seemed to accomplish anything. He slowed his breathing and concentrated on the magic inside him. Naia’s presence always seemed to find him during sex, and he wondered if he could replicate that feeling in order to summon her.

      His magic crept along his skin, aimlessly wandering. He sank deeper, aware his senses were slowly dulling to the outside world. Letting everything go, he asked the magic to move onto the statue before him, to connect him with his beloved nymph.

      He stood this way for far too long, just breathing and letting his magic manifest. The frustration built in him, and he finally let go of her.

      “It’s not working,” he said but no longer spoke in his own voice. Startled, he opened his eyes and saw that he stood in front of Naia’s fountain, the nymph still frozen before him. However, her garden extended in every direction for untold miles, as if planted in the middle of an infinite meadow.

      Trying his best to relax, he looked around, letting the vision take him.

      “Where am I?” he asked in a feminine voice.

      “In the Sanctuary,” he replied to himself in the same voice. He held up his hands, finally able to see the delicate fingers he now wore. Looking down, he saw he had an ample amount of cleavage packed within a pure-white dress.

      I’m wearing a woman’s body. Must be a Tuesday. “Who are you?” he asked. He didn’t recognize the body he was in.

      The woman’s laughter surrounded him, and tiny lights like fireflies lifted free of the garden, swirling around him.

      “I am you,” she said. “And you are me.”

      “I need the emerald.” Ignoring the scene around him, he approached the statue. “Naia tucked it deep within her spring somewhere, and I need it back to help her.”

      He didn’t hear any response so let out a sigh. Apparently these visions were meant to be slightly frustrating at the very least. “This place is called the Sanctuary. Sanctuary from what?”

      The lights swirled around him, the voice now coming from them instead of his own body. “Everything. This is the place between the real world and the one beyond, between your dreams and your nightmares.”

      “Why does such a place even exist? What do I need to be safe from?”

      From the others. The cold voice hissed like a snake, and Mike turned around to see the shadow standing behind him. The others like me.

      “Hell no. Absolutely not.” He took a step back and bumped against the fountain. “I already told you no.”

      You did, but now that I have seen you, I can find you anywhere. The shadow approached but then thought better of it and walked to the side. Your nymph is frozen in time yet has something you need. What if I told you I could help you get it?

      “I’m guessing in exchange for a small part of my soul?”

      Just a small piece. That I may persist.

      “What are you? Or what were you?”

      The shadow rippled and then hissed like a boiling pot of water. I was once a man like you. I became a part of the grand game, a pawn of the gods. And when I fell, I clung desperately to this existence that I could persist.

      “What is the grand game?” He thought of the vision he had seen, a board with game pieces spread across it. It had to be a reference.

      The shadow laughed. You have progressed so far yet know so little. I shall give you the answer to what you seek, but in exchange…

      “Yeah, yeah, a piece of my soul. The answer is no.” Though he said the words out loud, the temptation was still there. Ratu had said the wrong piece could change who he was, but if it was small enough, maybe it would be worth the price? The shadow seemed to have answers, and he was desperately short on those.

      You waver.

      “Not today, no. I don’t need your help.” The words didn’t sound convincing even to him, and he paused. The shadow was like the whistleblower from hell, willing to give him whatever he wanted in exchange for progression toward…something.

      I can sense your resolve weakening.

      “Slow down, Palpatine. You aren’t the Senate yet.” He saw the shadow tilt its head, uncertain of the reference. This being clearly wasn’t omnipresent. It had already answered a couple of his questions, and maybe he could squeeze some freebies out of it. “You said this place is meant to keep me safe from people like you, yet here you are.”

      The shadow paused for several seconds as if reflecting. This place was meant for all of us. We could converse safely here without fear of reprisal.

      “Like, we couldn’t hurt each other?”

      Correct. Were I alive, we could do no harm to each other.

      “Is that why I’m a woman here? So I can’t bring weapons or whatever?”

      The shadow chuckled. The great game had been played for centuries by many pawns. You wear the same body as your predecessors, the body of the house itself.

      “Wait, so does that mean the house is alive?”

      Several seconds passed, the shadow suddenly silent. I have said too much already. I am willing to tell you more, but I demand a price.

      Mike seriously contemplated the offer but thought back to what was happening right now in his front yard. As tempting as exploring the home’s mysteries was, now was not the time. “The answer is still no. Not for a piece of my soul. Come up with a different price.”

      The shadow hissed and moved toward him, hands outstretched. They passed harmlessly through him but left a chill behind.

      It will all burn! Your whole life will go up in smoke! In that moment, the garden was gone and he stood in his front yard, staring up at his home, the flames stretching far into the sky. Cries of alarm came from within, and he fell to his knees in shock. Is this really what you want?

      “No. No, it isn’t.” He rose, anger flooding him. “But how do I know this is real? How can I believe in you when you’re clearly just a shadow of the man you once were?”

      The shadow hissed in response, flickering in the firelight. When the time arrives, you will come crawling to me.

      “That may be. And when it does, you can rub it in.” He shook his head and willed the shadow’s version of his home to depart. It faded from his sight like a ghost, leaving only the meadow and a giant house-shaped scorch mark in the grass of the garden. The shadow was gone too, and he turned to face Naia once more.

      “I don’t suppose you know anything about that asshole, do you?” He moved closer to her, his eyes on hers. “So I’m the house right now? The house is a woman?”

      He didn’t expect an answer, but now he contemplated the fountain beneath her. He sat down on the edge of it, crossing his legs and tugging down his skirt. It reminded him of being stuck in Emily’s memories, but now he was in complete control of the body he was in.

      “I’m the house.” He had an inkling of an idea, but his thoughts were dancing around it. The Sanctuary was in between his world and the next. He had willed himself here and, for the first time ever, didn’t feel like he was about to get yanked out.

      Was he asleep in the real world? Had he dozed off only to find himself in this strange place? Or had his consciousness ascended, allowing him to briefly meld with the house?

      The spring bubbled behind him, and he turned to look into it. His reflection was scattered, and he was unable to see the face he wore. However, he felt like he was missing something, a hint that had been accidentally given.

      Naia. Why was Naia here as a statue and not as a game piece? He had seen her as a game piece before, but why the fountain, why not wander the house in his mind and dig through its many rooms?

      The sparkling lights returned, surrounding him.

      “You’re trying to tell me something, aren’t you?”

      The home’s laughter filled the garden, the lights bobbing up and down in wave-like patterns that reminded him of ripples. This made him look at the fountain once more. The architect had met Naia and built this home on top of her hot spring, locking the home to her. Naia was, in a way, an extension of the house, but the house was also separate.

      The lights rippled around him again, then again. They all turned blue and green, softly changing colors.

      The house. The fountain. They were tied to each other. Sticking his hand in the water, he half expected to pull out the emerald, but his hand closed on nothing. Spinning on his ass, he planted his feet in the water, contemplating the cool liquid.

      The house. The fountain. Naia. His magic. He thought back to what Ratu had told him about magic. It required some form of intent or symbolism. A means of acting out the desired result. He wanted the emerald, but it was buried deep in Naia’s spring. But the spring was also part of the house, which by proxy, was currently a part of him.

      He had an idea, but it was weird, even for him. Still, he needed to try something other than just cooling his heels in the fountain.

      Closing his eyes, he spread his legs and touched the smooth skin of his thighs. Small chills passed through his body, and he could feel his magic resonate deeply in response. Picturing the emerald in his mind, he imagined it buried deep inside him, waiting to be teased out. Moving his hands up his thighs, the white gown he wore was split along the side, and it was easy enough to cast it away to reveal a thick patch of pubic hair over wet, puffy pussy lips.

      Stroking the pubes, he found that his clitoris was thick and swollen, peeking out from beneath the hood. Feeling like a huge pervert, he stroked himself, moving long fingers across engorged flesh, exploring his vaginal opening and gasping in surprise. The water in front of him rippled in response, and he squeezed one of his breasts, thumbing at the nipple.

      “Naia,” he gasped, his magic seeping through him and into the water. The lights all around him shifted through the light spectrum, glowing brighter with every stroke. Teasing his vaginal opening, he let out a large gasp as heat flooded his groin, his pussy now soaking wet. He thought of the nymph, of the time she had sucked his cock and brought herself back to life, of the memories she had shared of her and Emily. Stroking his pussy faster, he pictured his own orgasm as a shining green emerald buried in the core of his body.

      Water filled the fountain and soon overflowed the edges, soaking the grounds of the ephemeral garden. The liquid below his feet was turning blue, swirling beneath him as he rubbed at his clit, then took the hand off his breast to finger himself, struggling with the awkward angle of it all. With every gasp and moan, the lights around him shimmered in response, and the spring began to bubble, heat flooding through it and up his bare legs.

      The fountain rippled, water gushing over the sides as a figure formed beneath the surface. Naia’s features emerged from the spring, her hands sliding along Mike’s legs. The statue was still there, and he instantly knew he was looking at the piece of her he carried within him.

      “How…?” he asked.

      “This place is very much like the Dreamscape,” she told him, then kissed his inner thigh. “You look like you could use a hand.”

      “I could use both,” he muttered, squinting in sweet agony when Naia slid her fingers into his pussy, stroking him from the inside. “I…need the…emerald…”

      “Let me help you with that,” she said with a smirk. As Naia penetrated him with her hands, she leaned forward and rolled her tongue around on his exposed clit. His whole body tensed up for a second and then relaxed, waves of pleasure radiating from where they were connected.

      He closed his eyes, picturing the house. Somewhere, deep within, the spring was waiting, pressure steadily pushing water to the surface. With every small contraction of his pussy, he imagined the emerald squeezing its way up the spring, rolling around tight corners, and flowing freely through small caverns no more than a foot across.

      “Yes,” he hissed, his magic permeating the pool and swirling beneath the water. Naia’s tongue danced circles over him, and her fingers stirred his arousal into a frenzy, forcing the emerald ever upward through the tight passages. His breath came faster now, and Naia grabbed him by the legs and yanked him into the water. It flowed around him, and he was suddenly covered in watery hands that caressed every erogenous zone of his body.

      Water flowed through the spring, the emerald tumbling ever upward as it approached the surface. The cries emanating from Mike were those of a woman on the edge, and he closed his legs, pinning Naia’s head in place. Lifting his hips, he allowed her to fill him completely with fingers made of water. His entire body felt like it was ready to burst, and when he opened his mouth, a cry emanated from him that caused the flickering lights to spiral up into the sky and then fall like stars.

      The fountain exploded, water gushing upward like a waterfall in reverse, and his limbs went rigid, the sky above falling down upon him in chunks. He closed his eyes and let the warm, soothing waves carry away his mind until all was dark.

      He shuddered, the orgasm still tickling the base of his spine.

      “Um…are you okay?” It was Ratu’s voice, and he opened his eyes. He still stood in front of the fountain, but the runes on Naia’s torso glowed brightly, shining as if they sat above her body.

      “Uh, yeah. What happened?”

      Ratu made a face. “You zoned out for a couple of minutes and then let out a really loud moan. Naia’s runes started to glow, and, um…” She pointed at his crotch.

      He looked down and was hit with the sudden realization that he had come in his pants, the stain already visible.

      “So…I’m guessing you know what happened more than I do.” She leaned toward him with sudden interest. “And I would love to hear more about it.”

      “Maybe later.” He stepped into the fountain and knelt, his eyes scanning the water. It wasn’t long before he stepped on something, and he lifted his foot to reveal the glittering green object beneath it. He picked up the emerald, water pouring off the sides of his hand, and held it up to the light. It sparkled brightly, and he couldn’t suppress the grin that crossed his face.

      The cool air caressed his wet pant legs, making him shiver. His shoes squished uncomfortably as he walked toward the edge of the fountain. He took them off to dump them out properly, then opened up his pants long enough to scoop out the load he had deposited there. He rinsed off his fingers, hoping not to think of it again.

      “It really worked.” Ratu helped him out of the fountain, then held up his shoes. Fire crawled along her hands, steam seeping free of his sneakers until she handed them back, completely dry. “Here.”

      “Thank you,” he said, pocketing the emerald. He wondered what the next step was, then flinched at the sound of an explosion. Looking at each other in a panic, they left the fountain behind and ran for the back door.
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        * * *

      

      The scorpion beasts took some time to defeat. Yuki was able to stone the first one, but the next one was covered in gibbering mouths instead of eyes, and it was hard to hit it without getting bitten. Then came a second round of demonic beings, which turned into half an hour of punching, kicking, and blasting them back to Hell.

      In a separate attack, Yuki froze the legs of a creature that looked like it had been stitched together by a bored five-year-old, while Abella punched it in the face repeatedly, her legs wrapped around its giraffe neck. The street briefly went quiet when a police car passed through. Yuki fought hard to avoid laughing when the cops stood in the front yard, shining their lights across the battle that waged in front of them, their eyes casually sliding over Abella as she ripped the head off the poorly made creature and tossed it to the ground.

      Hearing nothing of interest, the cops shrugged and left.

      For the remainder of the night, every time a threat was vanquished, a new one immediately appeared.

      Yuki knew this was a stall tactic, an attempt to wear the two of them down, and it was working. Her magic reserves were dangerously low, and Abella’s movements had long ago become sluggish. The society was playing a game of attrition, and once she and Abella were sufficiently weak, she expected to see their stupid blindfolded faces once again.

      The sun was climbing into the sky, her stomach growling as she ripped apart a tiger made of junk. Abella had to help her with it because the damn thing kept regenerating, but they eventually broke it apart to the point where its legs could no longer support its weight, and it collapsed in the front yard.

      Abella flopped down onto the ground, her eyes up on the sky. “I don’t know how much longer I can go,” she admitted, then sat back up. “I’m surprised they didn’t show up sooner, to be honest.”

      “They want to be sure. I’ve fooled them more than once, and every one of them we kill is irreplaceable.” She gave the junk tiger’s head a kick, shattering its face into pieces of metal, glass, and plastic. “Expect a big push when it happens.”

      “Yeah, well…” Abella looked back at the house, then stood. “Hold on a second.”

      “What is it?”

      “I thought I heard—” She turned around and scowled. “Looks like we’re in for a treat.”

      “Indeed.” Amir stepped over the rubble in the front yard. Behind him, eight others followed close behind, each of them blindfolded as he was. “You’ve lasted the night, but I doubt you’ll last much longer.”

      “That’s what you think.” Yuki found the three cards she had tucked away, her fingers closing around each. “I can do this forever.”

      “No, you can’t. I’ve been watching. You are barely holding on as it is.” He grinned and held up a bag. “There is literally nothing you can do to stop us now.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Yuki took a step back, toward Abella. Abella closed the gap, and they now stood side by side. “You shall go no farther.”

      “Do you really think the two of you can stop me?”

      Yuki held up a card. “Three of us.” She slashed the card through the air, cutting a hole in reality. Black smoke leaked through it, the sky above growing darker as the figure stepped through. Astride his pale horse, Death regarded the men and women before him with casual indifference, then looked over his shoulder at Yuki.

      “Avatar of Death, this I command. Your contract shall not be fulfilled until you collect the soul of that man right there.” She pointed a finger at Amir, who leaned away in shock. “Death, deal thy sting!”

      The horse let out a blast of air from its nostrils, and Death dismounted, holding his scythe above Amir. The society members backed away as Death silently strode forward and swung the blade through their leader, who let out a scream and crumpled onto the ground, steam hissing from his wounds.

      “Cut off the head, and the body will follow.” She slapped the Strength card onto Abella’s flesh and stuck the Magician card in between her own teeth, willing both to release their power. “Let’s clean house.”

      Abella blasted forward, wings outstretched and reaching. A powerful surge of magic raced through Yuki’s veins, and she commanded the water in the air to freeze, massing it around the legs of the men and women who stood on her lawn. Ice crawled up their legs, holding them in place, and she summoned massive icicles from the ground, spearing several of them on the spot.

      “Go, go, go!” she hollered, watching Abella tear through the others, tossing them high into the sky. Screams filled the air as they fell back to the ground, and Yuki felt the magic roaring inside her. The few who tried to escape were impaled by hundreds of icicles that sprouted from the ground like teeth, the front yard chewing them up. Snowflakes swirled around Yuki now, blurring the world around her. The society had been too bold, had gotten too cocky, and now they were paying for it.

      A dark figure moved in the corner of her vision. She turned to see that Death had meandered over to the front of the house, quietly pondering the bushes in front of it.

      That’s odd. He should have left by now. Turning her attention back to the others, she felt the icy grasp of a hand around her ankle. Stunned, she looked down in time to see Amir give her a yank, pulling her off her feet and casually tossing her across the yard. She crashed into one of her own icicles, busting through it to tumble on the ground.

      “Yuki!” Abella flew toward Amir, cocking her fist back to punch him. Amir took the first punch, half his head exploding into a swirling black cloud that lingered behind him when he moved. The gargoyle reversed course and came for him again, but he sidestepped her attack and grabbed her by the wing. With a hard twist, he altered her trajectory and hurled her toward the house with a blast of black fire. She crashed into the roof above the porch, then fell, caving in the steps below. Dark flames sputtered around her motionless body and then went out.

      “Now,” he commanded, and several dark vines sprouted from the ground and circled the gargoyle, pinning her down.

      Who cast that? Yuki looked around and saw that Elizabeth stood between the lions now, her hand outstretched and weaving through the air with a trail of green light behind it. The vines held Abella in place despite her renewed strength.

      “I don’t understand. You should be dead!” Yuki snarled.

      “I’ve lived a very long life. You don’t get to do that without being two steps ahead of your enemy.” He snapped his fingers, and the witches and warlocks closest to him crumbled into ash. She recognized now that they had been simulacrums, mere extensions of his magic. “I knew you were waiting to spring this trap on me, and—”

      Yuki blasted him with ice magic, but a fiery shield appeared before him, conjured by a warlock standing on top of the stone fence that surrounded the house. She summoned more icicle spears, but the ground trembled, vibrating them apart. Society members appeared everywhere, all their spells deliberately tailored to counter her every move. Crying out in rage, she sent waves of pure magical energy across the yard, willing her attackers to be destroyed, but Amir summoned a black fog from the ground that gobbled up her assault, forcing her to go on the defensive.

      Minutes passed. Despite pouring all her magic into defending her position, she was quickly overwhelmed from every direction, beams of magic sizzling the air around her. She summoned walls of ice, walls that were easily shattered by their coordinated efforts. How had they gotten so good?

      The society members all stood a considerable distance away, and she saw they had removed their blindfolds. When she would look at them, they would look down. They had circled the yard and, with their vision restored, had been able to renew their attack with pinpoint accuracy. She moved back toward the door, another plan forming in her mind.

      A blast of lightning hit the ground behind her, launching her forward, the fur on her tails singed. Growling, she stood to face Amir, who was holding the bag again. Death paced behind him, looking drastically out of place.

      “You told your pet to take my soul. I don’t have one anymore.” He grinned and then stuck his hand in the bag. It hissed as if it was full of snakes. “You’re through.”

      “I’m not beaten yet,” she hissed, gathering her magic. The temperature dropped, frost forming on the ground beneath her.

      “Oh, this is no longer about beating you.” He pulled a spherical object out of the bag. “Now it’s about breaking you.”

      Yuki froze in shock as she stared at the severed head of the Gorgon. It was missing one eye, and the snakes on its head hissed angrily as Amir held it aloft and pointed it at her. White light came from its remaining eye, light that washed over Yuki and threatened to overwhelm her. In response, her own eye glowed as well, the magic of the Gorgon now fighting itself. She closed her real eye, her head pounding as the Gorgon’s eye sapped her strength.

      “Where did you get that?” she cried in disbelief.

      “We’ve had this in our possession for quite some time. I was a bit surprised to discover you possessed the missing piece of it, but I will admit I have wondered how this will work. Who will win, the Gorgon or the fox?” He stepped closer, the Gorgon’s head filling Yuki’s vision. “For that matter, what will happen? I have my theories.”

      Yuki let out a scream, and the Gorgon opened its mouth in silent agony. The light grew so bright that she could no longer see, pain filling her head until she thought it would explode.

      With a loud crack, the Gorgon’s head turned to stone. The head now heavy, Amir dropped it on the ground, where it cracked and fell apart.

      Howling in pain, Yuki grabbed at her own face and pulled out the Gorgon’s eye as it busted into three stony pieces of its own. She reached for her inner pocket, trying to grab one of the Major Arcana cards, but Amir was quickly upon her.

      “It’s over for you.” Amir removed his blindfold and gave her a kick, sending her sprawling on the ground. Yuki cried out in agony, trying to roll away. The members of the society swarmed in, surrounding them both. “Kali, break this geas right now.”

      “Yes, High Priest.” She plucked some tiny heads from her pouch and tossed them out. They swam through the air lazily, moving back and forth to build her a table out of soil and retrieve a large sack from the edge of the yard.

      “I must say, you were a troublesome fox.” He knelt and grabbed Yuki by the chin. “You will make an excellent addition to my collection.”

      “No.” It was the fight with Emily all over again. She had been tricked and outmatched and now lay defeated. This had become her fate somehow, every decision leading her here once again. Her mind and body were suddenly numb from shock.

      “You were strong; I’ll give you that much. But you weren’t strong enough.” He pushed her down and twisted his fingers in the air. A set of thick chains sprang from the ground and circled her ankles and wrists, forcing her into a seated position. The bonds tightened, trapping her hands. “From here on out, we’re done playing games.”

      Her thoughts were suddenly thick, a tide of emotions rushing up to consume her. She had lost everything before but not on this scale. Her failures had now cost the others, her own pride her downfall. Her head throbbed painfully, and she tried to summon up her magic, but she was officially tapped out of power.

      She tried to reach her inner pocket, where she had tucked the remaining Major Arcana cards, but the chains weren’t long enough. The only thing she could reach was the stack of Minor Arcana she had tucked into her sleeve, but it was no use. The spells, even directed, wouldn’t be enough to free her or give her an edge.

      Looking over at Abella, she thought back to what the gargoyle had said. If Mike had been here, the others would have been able to help her. If she hadn’t locked them away, they could have made sure this never happened. She had been so caught up in her own quest for justice that she had become blind to the truth that surrounded her. No matter how much she desired the position, the house would never obey her whims, never truly allow her to become the Caretaker and protect everybody inside.

      Blinded by rage, greed, and revenge, she had tried to force her intentions on the house, to bend it to her will. The signs had been there, but the rush of what she had thought would be an ascent to glory had made her unable to see the lack of wisdom in her decisions. She had ruined everything.

      She wished someone could help her, could save the others from their fate. Thinking back to the man she had tried to murder, she realized she honestly wished he was there to help. A simple twist of the sundial would have sent all these people away.

      The epiphany hit her like a rush of cold water. She had been so focused on protecting the house that she had forgotten that being the Caretaker didn’t just mean keeping the place safe. It also meant taking care of it and nurturing those within. Mike likely wasn’t the protector she expected, but he was what the house needed. Someone to love and care for the others, nurture and encourage them, and utilize their strengths as his own.

      She didn’t have the others, not now. Mike had a small army of strengths to pick and choose from.

      All she had was herself, a handful of cards, and pure hatred. At worst, this would buy a few more minutes for the house. If she was lucky, maybe they would be the minutes that mattered the most. Already, the society had taken defensive positions around the sundial, ready to tear apart anyone who came out of the house to stop them.

      Shaking her arm, she let the remains of the Minor Arcana fall into her palm. There were maybe thirty cards left, some of them the weakest spells she had created. However, just like a tarot reading, it wasn’t about which cards were drawn individually but how they went together as a whole.

      Abella’s words came to her, and Yuki gritted her teeth, focusing all her rage on the society members around her.

      “Time to make some big things happen,” she growled, pinching the cards in her fingers. Flipping over her wrist, she squeezed, causing the cards to leap up from her hands, the magic in all of them activating at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      Mike stood helplessly at the window, the storm of magic outside so excessively violent that both Ratu and Tink had to hold him back.

      It was a technicolor storm of magic. Water, fire, earth, and air had been unleashed in every direction at the same time, swirls of fire and earth climbing into the sky, powerful rain battering the sides of the house. The men and women on his lawn were tossed about like popcorn, their screams drowned out by the wind. Swords fell from the sky, chasing each other like angry birds and crashing into anybody who got in the way. A blast of air sent Amir across the yard, and a pair of swords ripped into him when he tried to stand back up.

      “What do we do?” Mike cried, his face pressed against the glass.

      “We wait. This is…I don’t even know. It’s pure chaos out there.” Ratu frowned and looked at Tink, who gazed at the scene through her goggles. “Do you see anything?”

      “Magic everywhere,” Tink whispered in awe.

      The cacophony lasted for several minutes, the house showered in mud, fire, and bits of trash that had been strewn around the yard. A society member bounced off one of the windows, cracking the glass. A blast of light from the house blew them across the yard, where they tumbled in a smoldering heap across what remained of the front walk.

      “I can feel it winding down.” Ratu closed her eyes, placing her head against the glass. “This might be your best chance. When the storm subsides, race for the dial, and we will be right behind you.”

      “Okay.” He swallowed the lump in his throat, his whole body tingling in anticipation. He hadn’t expected to see this, and he couldn’t take his eyes from the scene before him. Moments earlier, the three-tailed figure had been desperately trying to crawl away but had been caught up in the storm and tossed around, smashing into objects, people, and eventually, the ground. Yuki had gone completely limp, the wind ruffling the fur on her tails.

      The house shuddered when a massive gust of wind blew against it, and then the world outside went quiet.

      “Go! Now!” Ratu ran around the corner and opened the door for him.

      Mike stepped through it, marveling at the chaos before him. Members of the society were struggling to stand up, and he hopped over the broken railing of the house, landing in a crouch behind what was left of the bushes. Nobody made a move, so he sprinted across the yard, tightly clutching the emerald in one hand and the dagger in the other.

      When the chill hit his gut, he ducked and slid underneath a black-and-gray mass that threw itself at his head, then twisted away from a feeble lightning blast. All around him, he could hear the angry mutters of witches and warlocks fighting to recover, to stand up and stop him. Wild magic swirled around the yard, picking up both people and debris and tossing them about. He hopped over a spiraling whirlwind that tried to take him off his feet and slapped his hand down on the sundial.

      Feeling the magic of the house connect with him, he gave it a quick twist. The magic radiated outward, and the lions standing at the front of the house blazed to life, turning their heads to survey the intruders still on his lawn as they stepped down from their perches.

      “Mr. Radley.” It was Amir who spoke, standing up several feet away to brush the dust from his dark suit. Part of his face was gone, smeared behind him like a poorly painted shadow. His body was still reassembling itself, coagulating like oil. “I am so very tired of seeing your face. I’m tired of dealing with you, with your creatures, and…” He spat out a rock and coughed up a few blades of grass. His body had accidentally pulled bits of debris inside him, and he was now gagging on what looked like a shingle that was too large to pull out of his mouth.

      “You should run.” Mike slid the emerald into his pocket and stepped around the dial, raising his dagger. “Because if the lions don’t get you, I will.”

      Amir fixed Mike with a look of pure hatred, then bent over and vomited, frantically trying to break apart the chunk of housing lodged in his mouth. Screams of terror filled the yard as the lions turned into blazing balls of light and attacked, tearing their way through the intruders.

      They scattered. Amir backed away from Mike, summoning a shield of light that a lion bounced off of, knocking him to the ground. A pair of society members were reduced to ashes by the lions, and Amir was grabbed by Elizabeth, who pulled him by the shoulder. She fixed Mike with a fierce gaze and opened her mouth to say something.

      “Yeah, yeah, you’ll be back,” Mike told her. He tucked the dagger into its sheath and crossed his arms. “And I’ll be waiting.”

      A blast of lightning tore across the yard toward him only to be deflected by a wall of stone summoned by Ratu. She created a massive flame of her own and casually tossed it toward those who were still escaping, many of whom were simply vaulting over the wall. In the distance, he heard car doors slam and tires squeal on the pavement as they left.

      “Thanks for the assist,” he told Ratu, trying not to let his voice shake. Now that they were gone, he could feel the adrenaline in his system depleting, leaving him a nervous wreck.

      “Anytime.” She smirked at him, then looked across the yard. “Though I won’t take credit for this. This was all her.”

      “Yeah.” Drops of water hit his face, and he looked up at the misty cloud that had formed overhead. Raindrops suffused with light now fell on his yard, the wild magic slowly fading away into the environment. Looking down, he saw what was left of a tarot card. He lifted it up, revealing that it was now blank.

      Surveying the ruins of his yard, he thought It resembled a junkyard now, the sidewalk torn apart and a pair of mangled vehicles by the entrance. Where the grass hadn’t been set aflame, it had been bogged down in mud or frost. Behind him, Tink was busy helping Abella free herself from the ruins of the front porch while Ratu used pillars of stone to lift the roof off them.

      He let out a sigh, water running down his face. It was cold and miserable out, and the rain wasn’t helping. Yuki lay facedown, her fingers curling and uncurling in the dirt and her breath coming in painful wheezes. He knelt and tapped her on the top of her head.

      “Hey. Are you okay?”

      She turned her head and laughed, then coughed violently, expelling a concerning amount of blood.

      “Looks like you get to be the Caretaker after all.” Her voice was slurred. He shifted positions to see her face, and what little light remained in her eye was fading fast. “This is what she wanted. This is what the house wants. It’s time that I…go.”

      “Well, it isn’t what I want.” He sat down next to her and stroked her hair without thinking about it. It was almost instinctual, like a long-forgotten memory. “You seem to have me confused with somebody else.”

      “Yeah, right.” Yuki muttered something in Japanese that he couldn’t hear. “I won’t be your problem much longer.”

      “What about the others? The ones you turned to stone.”

      The silence was deafening, but eventually Yuki took a deep breath and held out her hand. In it was a broken stone the shape and size of an eyeball.

      “Use…you can use…” She coughed again, her body trembling. Mike rolled her over onto her back and pulled her torso onto his lap. She gasped in pain, then coughed some more but seemed to be breathing much easier. She set the shattered Gorgon’s eye at her side. “You can reverse…”

      “Ratu?” He looked over his shoulder to see the naga approaching. Ratu knelt next to them, and the look on her face told Mike what she thought the chances were of Yuki surviving. He handed her the Gorgon’s eye.

      “She says we can use this to reverse the stone spell.”

      “Maybe.” Ratu pushed the pieces together, and a smile crossed her face. “Thank the gods, I can easily isolate this part of the enchantment. Child’s play for someone like me.”

      Yuki muttered something and then coughed.

      “What was that?” Mike asked. Daisy appeared overhead, then landed on Yuki’s shoulder. She threw her arms around the kitsune’s neck, tears appearing on her tiny face.

      “Make sure…Beth…” She coughed again and trembled in his arms. “The demon took her. Turned her to…stone, but…she is still there…”

      Ratu put her hand on Mike’s shoulder and shook her head. It wouldn’t be long now. He looked down at the woman in his arms and watched her skin peel away, revealing the thick fur beneath. Her human form was beginning to relax, her consciousness sliding away from her. Each breath was now a painful gift, and he looked in nervousness at the dark, hooded figure standing by the gate, wondering if Death would saunter over to collect.

      As much as he was a pawn in a game he was unaware of, so was Yuki. Even though she had tried to kill him, she had given her life for the house, fighting with all her strength to protect it. She really had caused him so much trouble, had nearly killed him and all the others.

      Still, this could very much be him someday. How many decisions had he made that felt wrong, decisions that affected others? The woman on the ground before him was heartbroken, devastated, yet he knew from her journals that she loved this home more than anything. In truth, the guilt lay primarily at Emily’s feet, the past defining who Yuki had become.

      The emerald was in his hand, suddenly ablaze with light. It wasn’t even a conscious thought, but he held it above her now, contemplating its deep facets. The energy inside it pulsed, sucking the sound out of the air and making the ground vibrate beneath him. It was essentially a wish, just waiting to be unleashed on the world.

      “Are you sure?” Ratu asked. “With this, you could have almost anything.”

      A grim smile crossed his face. “I’m not sure of a lot of things, but this is what’s right.”

      Ratu nodded, then looked down at the kitsune. “Then you’d better hurry.”

      “Emily,” Yuki whispered, opening her eye. Her gaze fixed on the emerald. “Where…where did you…”

      Magic. It was about passion. Intent. It wasn’t something he could command, but it was something he could direct. The dying woman in his arms needed more than just her injuries fixed; she deserved peace, a second chance at a life that had been taken from her. His own magic whirled through his limbs in response to his will, creeping through his veins like ice.

      Touching the emerald to Yuki’s forehead, he leaned forward and closed his eyes, opening his mind and heart, looking past her actions and her mistakes. She wasn’t just Emily’s former lover; she was also a friend to the house, a writer of poetry, someone who had been hurt so badly on a spiritual level that she had been forced to lash out.

      She was a lot like him. He had been given a chance by the house, an opportunity to improve and to heal. As badly as he might want anything else in the world, he couldn’t bear to know that someone withstood the same kind of torment he had, a pain so deep that they would rip it free with their bare hands if they could. The world was often a cruel place, but now, in this moment, he would tolerate that cruelty no longer.

      The air had gone still, the universe hungrily anticipating his words, ready to bend creation for him.

      “I want you to be whole again,” he whispered, willing it to be so. The emerald shimmered in his hands, growing bright enough that he could see its glow through his own eyelids. He squinted and watched in amazement as it started spinning in place, sending spirals of light over Yuki’s body.

      Ratu grabbed Mike by the shoulders and pulled him away as Yuki’s body levitated into the air. She floated in place as the light filtered through her, and he could see inky black shadows being cast from her bloodied form into the ground. The darkness slid away from her only to be caught in the direct light of the emerald and burned away into nothingness.

      He and Ratu turned away from the light, and even Tink had looked away. It became a tiny star in his front yard, chasing away the remaining shadows. An eerie, high-pitched whine filled the air, and then…silence.

      He turned back to see Yuki lying on her back, her eyes closed as if sleeping. Her wounds were gone, and her tails were fanned out as if she had simply sprawled out to take a nap. Her pale flesh was darker, as if blood had finally been allowed to flow throughout her body.

      Kneeling, he touched her shoulder. Daisy landed on Yuki’s chest, her eyes wide with surprise.

      “Yuki? Are you okay?” Mike asked.

      She opened her eyes, blinking rapidly. The sinister red glow was gone, revealing pupils that were the same shade as the emerald.

      The emerald. He looked around for it, but it had vanished. “Where did it go?” he asked Ratu.

      “Back where it came from,” Yuki answered, sitting up. She tentatively touched her right eye, a smile crossing her face, and she let out a laugh that turned into a sob. Tears leaked from both eyes now as she ran her fingers across her face, feeling the regenerated flesh, and she turned her gaze toward Mike. “You. You did this? Why?”

      “Um, yeah.” He shrugged. “I didn’t want you to die, not after you worked so hard to save everyone.”

      “But I…” She looked over his shoulder at the house. “I tried to kill you. And the others…”

      He waved his hand dismissively. “They can be fixed, but that’s a discussion for later. How do you feel? You look better, but are you…okay?” He leaned back. “If you’re feeling particularly murderous, I would at least like a heads-up this time.”

      “I’m…” Her face turned red. “I’m really sorry. About everything.”

      He nodded and held out his hand. “I am too. I’m sorry about what Emily did. We read some of your journals and sort of know what happened between you two. Nobody should ever have to go through that.”

      “I don’t understand. How can you be so forgiving?”

      “Honestly? I guess I’m not sure. I know a succubus you could talk it over with, if she’d ever stick around long enough. That’s a discussion we can have later.” He held out a hand. “We have a lot to talk about, but before we go any further, let’s talk about my friend Beth. What was this about a demon?”

      Yuki nodded enthusiastically, taking his hand. “I’ll tell you everything I know. I promise.”
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      Yuki sat on the porch swing, staring out at the front yard with a cup of tea in her hands.

      The debris from the magic storm was strewn across the grounds, making the land look like a small junkyard. Somehow, it served as a perfect metaphor for her life right now, a giant mess with nobody to help clean it up. She took a sip of tea, letting out a sigh as the hot liquid streamed down her throat.

      The front door opened behind her, and Mike walked out, then sat down next to her on the swing. She fought the urge to scoot away, to turn her venom on him, but resisted. It was a knee-jerk reaction to years of anger, and she mentally applauded herself for resisting.

      “Ratu is working on a cure down in her Labyrinth,” he told her. “She seems fairly optimistic we can undo the Gorgon’s curse, but it will still take her a couple of days to finish putting together what she needs.”

      “Good.” She sipped her tea, trying to keep her hands from shaking. It was hard existing without that burning rage seething away inside her, and she was afraid of what would come next. Though Mike had healed her wounds, it was always possible he might decide to kick her out or put her back in the tower. What didn’t scare her so much was his judgment. Whatever the man thought of her, she likely deserved.

      What scared her the most was that she would let him do anything without argument.

      “So the emerald is gone for good? No way we can get that back and use it on Oliver?”

      Yuki shook her head. She hadn’t discussed the emerald with anyone yet. After the events in the front yard, she had told Mike and the others everything about what had happened to Beth. The rat king and Tink had filled Mike in on how Oliver had used Beth to steal secrets from the house, secrets he planned to turn over to the society if she didn’t give herself up.

      Beth’s contract with the demon weighed heavily on Yuki’s mind, and she had gone over what was specifically said in the deal. Mike had frowned at this but said nothing else.

      “The emerald…this is hard.” She set down the teacup and gripped the bench, her fingers biting into the wood. “I’ll tell you about the emerald, but no questions until the end. It’s something I only want to talk about once.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll keep quiet.”

      She took a deep breath, remembering the events from so many years ago. “When Emily vanished, I thought she had been stolen away, abducted by a darker force. For years, I searched, turning up nothing. You have to imagine my surprise when, one day, she reappears in the tower, as if she never left.”

      The memory of Emily cut deep, and Yuki bit down on her lip to keep from crying. She could still picture Emily standing against the balcony, the wind tossing her curly hair behind her. In disbelief, Yuki had approached, suspecting it was a dream or trick. Emily had turned around, a twisted smile on her face, extending her hand as if to take Yuki’s and hold it.

      “When she came back, we got into a fight. I was caught off guard, and it was fairly one-sided. During our fight, she pulled out this clear piece of glass. At least, that’s what I thought it was. Have you ever heard about how your eyes are the window to the soul?” She touched her right eye in memory of the pain from the attack. “She apparently needed a piece of my soul. Not even the whole thing, just a very specific part. When she pulled it out, it…”

      “Yeah, I can imagine.” He gave her hand a squeeze, then retracted his hand. “Continue.”

      “I don’t know why or how, but I came to, and she was holding that emerald. I didn’t know it until now, but the emerald was a part of my soul, and she had just built some kind of magical artifact. When you used the gem to make me whole again, it destroyed itself to give back what had been taken from me. You can’t just make a new soul, no matter how hard you wish it, but you can give back what was stolen.” Yuki took a deep breath, then wiped a tear off her cheek. “And then she left. A few years later, I turned three hundred. For a kitsune, it’s when we grow our next tail and choose the magic we wish to master. I was so hurt and angry that I deepened my knowledge of the frost that had grown in my heart, which resulted in this.” She touched the white fur of her ears. “Kitsune can change their shapes, but we can’t just whimsically change our nature. I’ve been missing a piece of myself for so long it’s very hard to describe how it feels to have it back.”

      “She took a piece of your soul?” Mike asked. “Is that…I mean, is that common, or…”

      “No. It is powerful, dark magic to do something like this. In fact, I would even say it’s lost magic. It’s one of the few things abhorred by literally everybody. I would wager that even these society people would rather destroy someone like that than accept them into their ranks.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Mike muttered.

      “Giving up your soul or selling it is one thing. Your mind stays behind and, in a way, you are still you. But ripping out a chunk of someone’s soul is dangerous magic. It can give you control over someone, can dictate their actions. It can be used as currency, or even as a means of immortality. When Death comes for you, he expects a soul. Handing over your collection is sometimes enough to balance the scales.”

      “Interesting. Do you suppose she was hoping to control you?”

      “I don’t know. The last thing she ever said to me was that she wished she could forget about me.”

      “Mm-hmm.” He sat back, rocking the swing. “You do realize the emerald was capable of granting wishes, yes? Well, one wish per person. It wasn’t all-powerful, but it could make your desires real enough.”

      “I do now but not at the time.”

      “When Emily said those words, that’s what happened. Whatever her plans for the emerald were, they were dashed the moment she said that. You wouldn’t know this, but the moment she left, she handed over the emerald to the rats and then promptly forgot about them. Emily’s memories are tied into the house and the geas itself. I can’t say this with any certainty, but I know the geas does weird things to our heads. It’s why nobody remembers anyone else until I meet them. When Emily forgot about you, it was as if she had never met you in the first place. But what if somebody asked where you went? I suspect the emerald itself took care of that to ensure her wish was properly granted. When the house reset…you were simply gone.”

      “I don’t get it. Why go through all that trouble to hurt me if she was just going to erase me from her memory?” Yuki wiped a tear away from her eye. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Did Emily ever mention a shadow? Or a secret staircase in the tower?”

      Yuki’s ear twitched. “Only once. She thought she saw a secret door in her room, but I was never able to find it again. That was months before she disappeared though.”

      “I see.” His face darkened. “I have a theory, but it’s only a small one. When I was in the tower, I came across a shadow man who knew I was the Caretaker. He offered me advice and power but wanted a piece of my soul as payment.”

      “Did you tell him no?”

      “I did. But I keep thinking back to what he told me. He said this place would burn and offered to fast-track me on my quest, which I’m still unsure of.”

      “Emily mentioned a quest several times. She thought she needed to fill the house with magical creatures or something.”

      “A quest? A quest for what?” He suddenly sounded eager. “What was she trying to find?”

      “Nothing, really. She was deliberately vague about it all the time, but it’s because she didn’t know. Said it was a weird feeling she got, like she needed to fill the house with magic. More creatures, more rooms. Talked about some dreams a couple of times, but that was it. Wish I could say more, but…” Yuki sighed.

      “Oh.” Mike shook his head in disappointment. “Was really hoping you would tell me where I could find the user manual for this house. Guess I’ll just have to wing it like I always do.” He offered her a weak smile.

      “Winging it is a nice way of putting it.” Yuki looked out at the yard. “According to Tink, this isn’t even the first time the yard has been wrecked this badly.”

      He coughed. “Anyway, I have a theory I want you to think on. If Emily made a deal with this guy, do you think she could have been forced to do things? Things she didn’t want to do? She hired Ratu to dismantle magic items beneath the house with nobody knowing about it, and Zel has hinted more than once that she may not have been all smiles and sunshine. I think she even banished the fairies to the Labyrinth, and then obviously the whole thing with the rats was a secret. Her behavior before she died was erratic, and the others didn’t know what to make of it, since none of them had the full story. She was trying to achieve immortality or godhood, according to Ratu, but even Naia didn’t know about that.”

      “It’s possible.” Yuki took a deep breath and let it out. “Think on this, then. That wardrobe in the hallway upstairs—it’s made from a special tree that used to grow in the backyard. That’s where the portal was originally. We would go into the backyard and just walk into the woods and emerge by the tower. Emily also had a small grove of younger trees out back that allowed her to walk to places all over the world, but I’m guessing you haven’t seen any.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Do you know how you grow trees that quickly?” She hugged herself. “With a dryad. Her name was Amymone, or Amy for short. Her tree was centuries old, and she was very powerful. Amy could grow a tree to full size in a matter of weeks instead of years. One day, on a lark, she let Emily open a portal in her own tree. You see, Emily still needed to seed her destinations, and Amy got this idea that she could combine her magic with Emily’s to grow a portal somewhere else. That’s how we found the world with the tower, completely by accident. However, you need to know that dryads require their trees to live, Mike, and sometime after she abandoned me, Emily cut all the trees down, including Amy’s. Its remains sit upstairs, in your hallway, with a lock on the door.”

      The realization of what she said made Mike’s eyes widen. “She…Emily killed someone who lived here?”

      Yuki nodded. “She must have. And guess what? Nobody will ever remember Amy because you’ll never meet her. Those memories are locked away, forever.”

      “How do you remember, then?”

      Yuki shrugged. “The world where I’ve been trapped is technically inside and outside the house at the same time. The tower used to be a place like this one, that much I’ve gathered. While there, I felt the house reawaken and sensed your presence in it but could do nothing except lure you to the opening. I truly felt the home was mine by right. It was something Emily and I spoke of often.”

      “You also weren’t yourself. Not your full self, anyway. I want you to think about something really hard for just a bit. It isn’t something I know for certain, but it’s a theory I have that I want to share.”

      “Okay.”

      “When Emily attacked you, she had some greater purpose in mind. I have no doubts that she knew what that emerald was capable of. A piece of your soul, trapped inside for all eternity, capable of granting the user a wish. The wish isn’t something you can just say but something you have to feel, deep inside. When she walked away, leaving you behind forever, she said that she wished she could forget about you. Maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t wishing that for her sake but yours. She had already gone so far as to pull out a piece of your soul, so what was next? As long as she knew who you were and where to find you, she could come back anytime to finish the job.”

      The weight of his words struck her in the chest like a hammer.

      “I…I read some of your journals. Or Ratu did and told me about it. You two loved each other; of this I have no doubt. And whatever was about to happen? She had one shot to save the person who mattered most to her, and she took it even though it cost her that love and all its memories. I don’t know this for certain, but…” He shrugged, then rubbed his arms. “Just…I think she got caught up in something she couldn’t beat.”

      Yuki blinked away the tears that were forming in her eyes. Was it true? Could what had happened have actually been an attempt to save her?

      “I’ll be inside when you’re ready. If I know my demons, then I am willing to bet Oliver is planning something of his own. We need to assume we only have until sometime tonight or tomorrow before the society can check in with him to answer their questions.” He stood and stretched. “However…take a minute if you need it. We’ll be waiting.”

      Without warning, he patted her gently between the ears on his way by. Such a casual touch from someone she barely knew, but she recognized the gesture immediately as something Naia had done in the past. Even though the memories of Yuki had been erased from history, her time in the house had been very real indeed.

      Once the door closed and Mike was gone, the floodgates finally opened and Yuki let her grief flow freely.
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        * * *

      

      Mike sat at the kitchen table, his eyes tracing the patterns in the wood grain. He looked up at the sound of the front door opening and waited for Yuki to join the rest of them. Ratu and Tink sat on one side of the table, and they had opened the window for Zel and Abella to participate. The fairies sat on the window ledge, kicking their legs over the gap between the ledge and the floor. Scattered around the room were Reggie’s higher-ups, and seated at the table was the rat king himself.

      When Yuki sat down, Tink gave her the stink eye, a small growl emanating from the back of her throat.

      Yuki bowed her head, her lip curling in anger. “Look, I know you’re mad about what happened, but I’m here to help, okay?” Mike could see the irritation under her eyes, where her tears had fallen. “If Mike was able to forgive me, even if it’s just for today, then you can get over yourself.”

      “She’s mad because you ate the last of my Eggos,” he explained, trying to hold in a smile. “Sofia keeps tossing them out, so she hides them in the back as kind of a secret stash for when I want a snack.”

      “Oh.” Yuki blushed. “I’m…sorry about that.”

      Tink crossed her arms and looked at Mike. “Fox buy husband more after she smash demon.”

      “I…” Yuki let out a small laugh. “Okay, Tink. I’ll buy him more.”

      This seemed to placate the goblin, who sat back in her chair. “Husband have good plan?”

      “As a matter of fact…no.” He looked across the table. “Ratu, how far along are you on unfreezing the others?”

      “A couple of days at least,” she explained. “I’m worried if I rush it, I might screw up, and that’s simply not an option.”

      “Okay. So let’s talk worst-case scenario. We need to go get Beth back, and that means I need to go try to make a deal with a demon. If something happens to me, the house will go dormant again. Ratu, I want you to go back to the tower and work on the cure. Reggie, you and the rats can go with her as well. If the house falls asleep, you will be outside of it and can come unfreeze Naia. She’s the only one who remains awake when the house is asleep, and we can’t let the house die because she’s stuck as a statue and unable to pick a new Caretaker.”

      “Wait, you assume you should go?” Ratu asked. “Why not someone else?”

      “You mean Yuki?” He looked over at the kitsune. “Honestly, if anyone were to go by themselves, she would probably be the best option. I would never ask someone to do such a thing by themselves though; it’s simply too dangerous. However, if she volunteers to go, she can come with me.”

      “I’ll go,” Yuki offered without hesitation. “I want to help.”

      “Tink go too!” The goblin stood up in her chair and slung her club over one shoulder. “Smash mirror demon in his stupid face.”

      “I would go as well,” Abella offered.

      “No.” Mike held out his hands at their protests. “You can’t all go. This isn’t a problem we can just punch in the face. As much as I would love having everybody by my side, I think whatever we do can’t look like a frontal assault. We need to catch him off guard.”

      “He has a point,” Ratu added. “If he walks in there with all of you, Oliver will know what’s coming. A demon in his lair is thrice as dangerous.”

      “Which brings me to why we are here. We need a plan of attack, and we need to do it quick. Based on what I’ve been told, the society contacts this demon monthly to ask him three questions. Once a question has been asked, he knows the answer. But I’m worried. Yuki turned Beth to stone on the way in, to protect her. According to the deal Beth made with him, he can’t freely give the society information regarding this house anymore.”

      “That’s how she put it,” Yuki said. “She gave herself willingly, and he accepted. I turned her to stone her as she fell, so the agreement should be sound and he won’t be offering freebies to his captors.”

      “But here is what I don’t like. Yuki pissed off a demon with nothing to lose and plenty of time on his hands. What if he tries to ransom Beth back to us, threatening to shatter her if we don’t play along? Or even worse, the society may have a way to undo the curse. They’ve had their own Gorgon’s eye for a long time, and I can’t trust that they won’t find a way to make a new deal with Oliver by offering to unfreeze her. Remember what they did to Dana? Do we really want something like that to happen to her?” He looked at Yuki. “Abella even told me Amir had a fucking genie. Could a genie fix her?”

      “A lesser djinn, technically, but yes, they have one.” Yuki shifted in her seat. “It may or may not be capable of undoing a stone curse. I don’t know the extent of its abilities.”

      “Which means we are on a timer. The faster we act, the less time they have to plan anything. We need to figure out how to get in, get Beth, and then leave before sometime…tonight or tomorrow?” He turned to Zel.

      “Um…not entirely sure.” She looked at Tink and Reggie. “Did Beth give a definitive time when the society checked in with Oliver?”

      “Tink no remember,” the goblin said, scratching her cheek. “Rat face?”

      Reggie scowled at Tink. “I was under the impression her deadline to acquiesce was also when they might check in with him. Still, it would be better to assume sooner rather than later, since we have no precise time.”

      “Okay, then. It’s super important that we make this happen tonight, then. So…ideas?” Mike looked around the room.

      “How are you even going to get there?” Zel asked.

      “The rats will help,” Reggie offered. “For Lady Beth, the rats will do anything. Since the demon took her through the reflecting pool, I have had my rats studying the area around it. We think we’ve identified a path we can chew to his location.”

      “Good. Once we are there, we need a way to grab her and get out. However, she’s a heavy statue, so…suggestions?” Again, Mike looked around.

      “If we can actually get ahold of her, I can do it,” Yuki offered. “With magic, of course, but we’ll have to be careful. The statues hold up to the elements, but a sharp blow will shatter them.”

      “Okay, so we have to be careful, which means we need to either trade with Oliver to get her back or defeat him. Assuming he doesn’t want to trade…anybody know how to kill a demon?”

      “Killing him won’t work,” Ratu said. “When you slay a demon, typically it goes back to Hell. Since Oliver is dimensionally locked, he will just reappear in his mirror world; otherwise, he would have killed himself ages ago. There is magic that can do it, but I don’t know that we have anything lying around capable of accomplishing it.”

      “Damn. Really, we can’t just kill him?” Mike laid his dagger on the table. “This was able to hurt Cecilia. Would this do anything?”

      “You could hurt him, but it would only be temporary and he would heal,” Ratu answered.

      “But what if it were a fatal injury?” Mike pointed to the side of his own skull. “If I could lodge it in his brain or something? Even if he heals, we could shut him down that way, right?”

      Ratu frowned. “Maybe, but demons are very good at shapeshifting. You would have to catch him off guard. It sounds strange, but it’s no difficult feat for a demon to move around its internal organs to avoid injury.”

      “Okay, so Oliver has a demon healing factor, and we need to stab him in a brain that moves around. What else do we know about him?”

      “Demons always have to tell the truth,” Zel added, holding up one of her notebooks. “They love to play games with mortals. Also, they are completely immune to fire and heat, on account of being from Hell. Oliver’s dimension is traversable by others, but Oliver himself cannot leave. I have some notes from Beth about her time there so can tell you how to leave without a portal. There’s a reflecting pool on his side, and I even have the words to get out. The place was a large garden with animal statues, and she drew me a crude map.” Zel flipped over her notebook to show everyone a drawing on it. “Once you get there, he is likely to be in his pavilion over here.” She tapped on the drawing with a finger.

      “Okay, good. We can use that.” He looked at the others. “If we’re going to stab him in the head with the dagger, what do we do to keep him off-balance? Between us, Yuki and I should be able to do something to keep him off guard long enough to play pin the knife in the demon. Any ideas?”

      Everyone looked at each other, but no ideas were offered. Mike sighed, sitting back in his seat. They needed a plan, and they were going nowhere fast.

      “I have a question.” Yuki had pulled a few cards from her sleeve, cycling through them. “Could a demon hurt a demon?”

      “I mean…yes, I suppose.” Ratu leaned forward with interest. “You have something?”

      “I think I do. I could cause a distraction, which might let us disable him.” Yuki looked across the room. “I would like to point out that even if we take Beth from Oliver, he is going to be beyond pissed. We wouldn’t actually be solving the real problem, just putting a Band-Aid on it. Even if we plant that dagger in his skull and bury him deep in the dirt, the society can go back and forth to his world, remember? That’s how they put Beth there in the first place. They will go looking for their Magic 8 Ball when he doesn’t show up when called and pull the knife out of him, and then there will be literal Hell to pay.”

      Mike felt his heart sink. Yuki was right. They needed an even bigger solution, but what? What could be done to destroy a demon or even get rid of the society?

      The room suddenly cooled, causing Mike to shiver. He rubbed his arms for warmth and saw Ratu shifting uncomfortably.

      “Could you ease up?” Ratu asked, squinting at Yuki. “It’s freezing in here.”

      “That isn’t me,” Yuki replied. Everyone went quiet at the sound of soft cotton feet pitter-pattering across the floor. A bundle of fabric flew through the air, and Jenny tumbled to a stop in the middle of the table, causing everyone to jump.

      “Jenny!” Mike put a hand to his chest. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      I shall be punished for it now, I suppose, by being drowned in my own tears! That will be a queer thing, to be sure, the doll said, her voice echoing inside his skull. Yuki suddenly sat up straight as if a bolt of lightning had traveled through her body.

      “Um, yeah, I’m sure it would.” He was happy to see her active, but this wasn’t helping. Clearly Jenny was speaking to everyone at once. “Do you have an idea we can use?”

      And she tried to fancy what the flame of a candle is like after the candle is blown out, for she could not remember ever having seen such a thing. Jenny looked around the table, then settled on Yuki. If he smiled much more, the ends of his mouth might meet behind, and then I don’t know what would happen to his head! I’m afraid it would come off!

      “Jenny.” Mike let out a sigh. “Jenny, I know you’re trying to be helpful, but if you know something, we need a straight answer.”

      “No. No, you don’t.” Yuki held her hands up for silence. “In fact, none of you do. She’s quoting Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Why would she be doing that?”

      “She’s quoting that book? We had no idea,” Mike admitted. “She’s always been a bit weird about talking—no offense, Jenny—but she was saying some really strange things once she got her hands on the emerald. Our theory was that she was having visions of the future, but now I wonder…was she quoting Alice this whole time?” He tilted his head. “Or maybe it was both? She referenced something that happened, actually. Sorry to say this, but I beheaded your Jabberwock.” He winced as the words left him.

      Yuki scowled but brushed it aside. “Yes, but why? Don’t you see? Why that book? It’s one of my favorites; I could rehearse it by heart if needed. It’s why I made the Jabberwock. I felt like I was Alice and had been trapped through the looking glass. If she’s having visions of the future, why not just tell us up front? Why quote from the book?” Her eyes widened. “Oh my God, I think I get it.”

      “Get what?” Zel asked.

      “The emerald had a piece of my soul in it. She can’t be straightforward because of it. That book was my salvation, and I suspect Jenny has had a vision of what’s to come but is stuck sharing it through the words I love the most. Is that…is that right?”

      Jenny approached Yuki, then bowed her head. Everything’s got a moral, if only you can find it.

      “Jenny,” Yuki whispered. “A flame after it’s been blown out…a smile that stretches all the way round…oh my God, you’re brilliant! Absolutely brilliant!” She looked at Mike, her eyes lighting up in excitement. “I know what we have to do, but I’m going to need some help.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, they stood by the reflecting pool, their eyes on the untroubled waters. The rats had finished their examination, their teeth steadily grinding into the cold rock nearby. A blast of heat emerged from the hole they had chewed, and Mike found himself looking at a sky that made him think of dusk. He licked his lips as the hole widened, then looked over at Yuki for support.

      “You sure this is going to work?” he asked.

      “No.” She frowned at him, the warm wind ruffling her hair. “But we’re going to try anyway.”

      He clenched his jaw, waiting for the portal to be wide enough, then his eyes slid over to the reflecting pool. If what Zel’s journal had suggested was true, Beth was going to exit the same way she came in, and the last thing they needed was for her statue to be hurled into the front of the house via the closet shortcut. On Yuki’s advice, they had blocked off the closet door upstairs, which would render the shortcut inert.

      “Remember. Don’t eat or drink anything. You’ll be stuck forever.” It was one of the few things he could remember from Zel’s list that hadn’t been emphasized during their meeting.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Her lip curled up to reveal very sharp teeth. “I’ll have other things to worry about.”

      “Okay, on my mark.” He checked the time on his phone. “Ten minutes.”

      “You’ll know I’m there. Trust me.” Yuki turned her face toward him, the light of the portal reflecting off her dark, green eyes. The reddish hue of Oliver’s prison made her fur look orange in its light.

      “Okay.” He looked into the portal and took a deep breath, then hopped in.

      It was disorienting, the sensation of falling and then falling some more, but he gracefully landed in a crumpled heap on the other side. The crimson world he had viewed through the portal was gone, and now he stood in a beautiful garden. Scattered throughout were several statues of animals wearing fancy clothes, as if preparing for a tea party.

      “Holy shit,” he muttered, looking around. “Through the looking glass indeed.” He stood, dusting himself off. The animals in the garden nearby slowly turned to face him, and he found himself looking at a statue of a bird in a top hat. It regarded him with cold, lifeless eyes.

      “Mr. Radley.” Oliver’s voice spoke directly in his ear, but the demon was nowhere to be seen. “This is a…surprise.”

      “Yeah, I’m here to talk about my friend and was wondering if we could have a friendly chat?”

      “That dagger on your belt does not suggest a friendly chat.”

      “Yeah, well…” Mike touched the hilt with a grin. “From what I’ve been told, it would just piss you off.”

      Oliver laughed. “You are a brave man, Mr. Radley.”

      “Please. Call me Mike.”

      “Mike, then. Okay, I’m curious. Let’s talk.” The statues lifted arms, wings, and snouts to point the way through the small hedge maze, and Mike followed. It didn’t take him long to find the gazebo at the center of the floating island, and he fought hard to keep the surprise off his face when he arrived. A large pedestal had been built, and Beth was placed upon it, frozen in a defiant stance.

      “As you can see, she is well cared for.” Oliver appeared behind him, wearing a bright-white button-down shirt, with a purple overcoat and a top hat. He waved a hand at the small table nearby. “I wasn’t expecting company, but perhaps you would like some tea?”

      “No, thanks. I’m only here to talk.”

      “Well, I would like some tea.” Oliver sat down at the table and poured himself a piping-hot glass of red liquid. “So what brings you here today?”

      “Her.” He pointed at Beth’s statue. “I heard you pulled some kind of dirty trick and began messing with her head. Then you forced her to come here, and I want her back.”

      “Interesting choice of words. I didn’t force her; she made the choice.” Oliver turned around, his face wistful. “Regrettably, that damn fox turned her to stone before I could properly enjoy her. But no matter. I have plenty of time to figure out how to restore her.”

      “Okay, well, let’s try this the easy way. What do you want? In exchange for Beth.”

      Oliver grinned, setting down his teacup. “This little minx wandered into my lair not too long ago and thought to trick me out of what was rightfully mine. An unexpected side effect of our tryst was that she carried a piece of me inside her. There’s a lot I can do with a human soul to help me pass the time in a place like this, so you will find me hard-pressed to think of something I want in exchange for her.”

      “Okay, new question. What do I have that is equal or greater in value?”

      Oliver’s yellow eyes flashed. “Ah, now that is the way we do things around here.” He contemplated Mike for several seconds. “And what a fascinating collection of things you have. Even you aren’t aware of the powerful objects in your possession.”

      “Objects?” Mike put his hand on his chest. “I figured you would be interested in my soul or something.”

      “Bah, no.” Oliver waved off Mike’s comment. “Your soul is indeed very special but does not make up for the high esteem in which I hold hers.” He sipped at his tea with a grin. “In short, she is much hotter than you, so I have zero interest in what you have to offer.”

      “Oh.” Mike picked up a cup off the table and quickly set it back down. “So…what of these other things you are interested in?”

      “Yes, well, about that. If I were to give you a list containing any one of these items, it might prove problematic for me. These things are…complicated.”

      “Okay, you’re just wasting my time, then.” Mike stood, the timer on his phone causing it to vibrate. That meant backup was here. “Is there anything I could do for you that would result in Beth coming back with me?”

      “Yes, well, I—” His face darkened. “Someone else has just arrived. Mr. Radley, are you planning to take Beth from me by force?”

      “Is it true you can answer any question once you’ve heard it?”

      Oliver rose with a sneer. “Of course I can. You’re dodging my question. Who just came here?”

      “I find it curious that you live in a world that’s simply…through the looking glass.” Mike stepped back, his hand on the dagger. “So I wonder if you know the answer to this one: Can my magical dagger cut through a demon? Could it cut through you?”

      Oliver snorted, his shadow extending behind him. “When your compatriot arrives, I’m afraid they aren’t going to find much left of you.” His red skin darkened, and thick horns emerged from his head, knocking off his top hat.

      It rolled to a stop by Mike’s feet. He kicked it away, his eyes on the angry demon in front of him. Oliver’s coat fluttered and then burst out behind him, forming a pair of dark bat wings.

      Oliver took a step forward, his claws opening and closing. He laughed, his razor-sharp teeth glinting terribly in the light of the mirror world, and then moved blazingly fast to take Mike’s dagger from him. Laughing, he hurled it out over the horizon, where it soon vanished.

      “Goodbye, Mr. Rad—” Oliver paused, his distorted face gazing into the distance. The sounds of chains being dragged were rapidly approaching, and a foul-looking head popped up from the garden, swinging a massive arm to knock over some of the animal statues. Standing on the monster’s shoulder was Yuki, her hands clutched tightly around a thick icicle staff.

      “You,” Oliver hissed, and he swung his arm, knocking Mike aside. He pointed a jagged claw at the monster Yuki rode. “You have no business here.”

      “Contract,” the other demon hissed, and Yuki hopped down, a smirk on her face. Mike crawled away from the fight that was about to begin, doing his best to stay low.

      Yuki had played the Devil card, and part two of the plan was officially active. She had explained earlier that having summoned a powerful demon of their own, she could command it to kill Oliver. The demon she’d brought with her was almost thirteen feet tall, with massive arms that had been shackled in thick chains that dragged on the ground. It approached on stumpy legs and howled, revealing a giant set of teeth that stretched across its misshapen head.

      The two demons threw themselves at each other, the ground cracking beneath them in a flurry of teeth and claws. The kitsune ran over to Mike and then looked at Beth.

      “Do you think it’s safe to move her?” she asked.

      “I have no idea where the exit is from here.” He looked over at the two demons. While Yuki’s demon looked far stronger, its claws didn’t seem to be doing any damage to its opponent. “Oliver is going to win.”

      “Yeah, but we expected that.” She knelt, holding another card in her hand. “Time for phase three.” Tossing the card in the air, she summoned the High Priestess. Bedecked in long white robes, the woman was made primarily of light and held a thick bible. “The demon must be stopped.”

      “God’s will be done,” the priestess declared, then opened her book. Light flowed outward from the holy woman, casting the garden in an eerie light, and Oliver paused in the middle of ripping off the other demon’s arm.

      “Do you…think that will stop me?” He slapped Yuki’s demon in the face with its own arm, causing it to disappear in a puff of fire and smoke, then stomped toward the holy woman. His movements were sluggish, but he put his hands together, summoning a large ball of red-and-black fire. Letting out an inhuman roar, he hurled the fireball over his head at the priestess.

      The magic washed over her, and she began reciting rapidly from the book. Mike was certain she was reading in Latin. He looked over at Yuki.

      Yuki nodded, holding the ice scepter in front of her. The staff had cracked in more than a few places and was beginning to fall apart. She handed it to Mike and summoned large chunks of frost that clung to Oliver’s feet.

      “I will enjoy chewing your face off,” Oliver hissed, throwing more fire at the priestess. He was having trouble dividing his attention between Yuki and the priestess now, and he stumbled under the dual assault. As he let out a loud roar, his body rippled again and was covered in thick scales of black and red. A wave of terror ate through Mike’s body, and even Yuki stumbled in her spellcasting.

      This was enough to allow Oliver to charge the priestess and attack. Her holy magic did her no good as he twisted her head and bit into her face, her ethereal body popping out of existence like a giant bubble of light. Yuki threw everything she had at him, but he sneered, the talons on his right hand growing longer.

      “I will make you regret this day,” he told her, then swung his arm. Malignant energy washed over her, sending her spiraling through the bushes, and Mike lifted the staff and smashed it on the ground before picking up the object within. He moved alongside Oliver, waiting for his chance to strike. He reached his left hand into his pocket.

      “We are going to take her back!” Yuki hollered, summoning ice beneath the demon’s feet. Her magic was far weaker here, and without her cards, she was unable to create the necessary materials. The ice slowed him for a moment, but his cloven feet smashed through, digging deep into the soil.

      “No. You won’t.” His tail whipped around and spiraled through the air, grabbing Yuki by the waist and pulling her down. The demon caught Yuki in one hand and smashed her into the ground. She let out a cry of pain, and Oliver laughed in her face.

      “There is nothing you can do that will hurt me,” he told her, saliva dripping from his jaws. “In this place, I. AM. GOD.” He punctuated his words by smashing her into the ground repeatedly. His attention was so fixed on her that he didn’t pay any attention when Mike slid the goggles over his face, the lenses flicking back and forth instantly to form a floating bull’s-eye.

      “Hey! God!” Mike leaned on his back about ten feet from the demon and twisted the knob on Tink’s club. Oliver looked up, his bony brow folding in curiosity as Mike lined up the shot and pulled the trigger once the bull’s-eye was between Oliver’s eyes.

      The mechanism fired the bolt, but instead of a standard arrow, the bolt had been rigged with the final vial Zel had given him. It exploded on contact and expanded into a sickly yellow foam that clung to Oliver like glue. Steam hissed from his body as the acid did its best to devour his flesh, and Yuki scurried off, the foam eating into the hard rock by her feet.

      Blinded, Oliver swung wildly with his hands, and Mike shouted at him, drawing him away from the pavilion with Beth inside. Oliver’s bones and sinew were visible now, but Mike watched as the demon’s flesh regenerated, the wounds closing up where the acid had already fallen off. A large portion of it had spilled onto the ground, and the demon stumbled over the suddenly uneven terrain.

      Taking a chance, Mike waited for Oliver to reach the smooth walkway of the garden and then leaped forward and swung the club into Oliver’s knee. The impact made Mike’s arms go numb, and the club fell from his hands, clattering onto the ground. Oliver spread his fingers wide and pinned Mike down with his claws as he fell.

      The angry face of a wounded demon was terrifying enough, but the acid had eaten away all the soft tissue. Oliver growled, his sunken eyes slowly growing back in his monstrous skull. One of his horns had fallen off but was already re-forming on his skull.

      “Did you…did you really think…that you could win?” he asked. Oliver leaned forward, his hot breath washing over Mike. “Oh, I’m going to make you suffer for this.”

      “I bet.” Through Oliver’s legs, he could see Yuki moving close. He needed to buy just a couple more seconds. “I heard you like questions. Is it true the answer just pops in your head, just like that?”

      The demon’s face was ruined but healing rapidly. Scales and flesh were growing back across his skull. “I’m uninterested in your questions.”

      “Even if I ask you a good one? Like, for instance, what are all the lines of code necessary to run Google?”

      Oliver’s face contorted, and steam hissed from his eye sockets. One of his horns had finished regrowing now, his regeneration speeding up. He raised his claw into the air.

      “Follow-up question. What are those lines of code converted into morse code?”

      Oliver’s hand faltered, and he shook his head, then clutched it in pain.

      Mike laughed, egging Oliver on. “I knew it! You still have to process the information, don’t you? Hard to do with half your fucking face gone, isn’t it?”

      The demon bellowed, shaking his head and coating Mike in spittle and blood.

      “If you shuffled up the morse code randomly and printed out every configuration and then shuffled those up…”

      Oliver placed his hand over Mike’s mouth, silencing him.

      “Enough!” Oliver bellowed, holding up his other hand, the talons narrowing into razors. His yellow eyes had re-formed, and the skin of his face was nearly complete. He focused his gaze on Mike. “You’re dead.”

      Mike briefly twisted his mouth free of Oliver’s hand. “How is a raven like a writing desk?!”

      Oliver’s eyes flashed, and he let out a grunt, bloody drool falling from his mouth. Smoke emanated from his face now, coming out of his nostrils and his ears. It lasted just a few moments, and then he tilted his face down toward Mike’s. “I’m going to peel you like a grape and then fuck your skull, you weak bag of flesh.”

      “Yeah, well…,” Mike mumbled, then twisted his mouth free again. “You owe me a new kitchen knife.”

      Oliver’s brow furrowed. “What?”

      Yuki slammed into Oliver from behind, the magic dagger sinking into the back of his skull. He reached back, eyes rolling into his head, and then his body went limp and he fell onto Mike. Mike scurried away, and Yuki somersaulted off the demon and pulled the dagger free, then stabbed him in the head again. Oliver let out a gurgling whimper, the first wound already closing and one eye swiveling around to focus on the kitsune. Twisting his head sideways, Yuki jammed the blade into his temple and let go. The demon went completely limp and collapsed, his claws twitching.

      Mike stood and joined Yuki. She watched the demon twitch for a moment more and then picked up Tink’s club from the ground nearby. She walked toward the demon and used the club as a hammer on the pommel of the dagger. It sank deeper into Oliver’s skull. She did this over and over again until the loud cracking of bone could be heard. As she hammered it even deeper, the hilt sank beneath his skull, blood like black tar leaking onto the ground. Only an inch of the pommel was visible now.

      Mike gagged at the sight and turned away. He took a few seconds to compose himself and turned back. As Ratu had predicted, the wound had mostly healed already, the knife now firmly embedded in Oliver’s skull. The sharp blade inside his brain had disabled him completely, trapping him in a state of death.

      Yuki pinched the pommel and yanked it, causing Oliver’s head to lift.

      “That’s not coming out anytime soon,” she said, slamming Oliver’s head back on the ground. “If anything, it might go deeper, but he’s gonna have a tough time with a dagger floating around in there.”

      Mike let out a huge sigh. They had done it. “Okay, so what now?”

      “First, we get Beth out of here.” Yuki sat on the ground and let out a groan. “I think he broke some of my ribs.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll get you patched up when we get home.” He grinned. “Your plan was brilliant, by the way.”

      “Thank you, I…we needed to do this.” She let out a pained breath and stood back up. “Let’s get Beth home and then teach the society that you don’t fuck with the Radley house.”

      Mike laughed. “I’ll go find that pool if you’ll go get the rats.”
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        * * *

      

      Yuki stood atop the pavilion, her eyes scanning the garden below. The rats were everywhere, hundreds of them, scouting the ground. Oliver’s body had been moved into the pavilion proper, where several rodents stood guard in case his body found a way to push the dagger out of his skull.

      Mike appeared through the bushes, followed by Tink. When his eyes met Yuki’s, he gave her a thumbs-up. “She’s safe. She just sort of emerged from the pool, so we all dragged her out. Ratu is busy working on the cure right now, so by tomorrow, everyone should be safe.”

      “Good.” Yuki let out a sigh. No matter what happened next, at least that was one debt repaid. Her lungs burned with every breath, her wounds from Oliver more severe than she had let on. They would heal in time, but she would have to live with the pain for now.

      “Lord Mike.” Reggie appeared from one of the hedges. “I believe we are ready to begin.”

      “Do you think it will work?”

      Reggie took off his plastic glasses and wiped them off on his shirt. Yuki fought the urge to laugh at the absurdity of a rodent pretending he had actual glasses. What the rat king was about to accomplish was nothing short of a miracle.

      “I do,” Reggie said, placing his glasses back on and adjusting his crown. “We have already located and isolated other worlds like this one. They are empty of life, so no other creatures will be harmed. Those places, though, will be utterly destroyed once we begin.”

      “Okay, good.” Mike looked at Yuki. “As for you…are you good?”

      “Of course.” Yuki gazed across the garden. The stone animals were slowly transforming into twisted, macabre versions of their former selves. With Oliver out cold, his mental control over the garden was weakening. Soon the trap would be laid, and all they could do was wait.

      “Then let’s begin.” Mike nodded at Reggie, who signaled to some rats nearby. Those rats set off, and then the entire garden filled with the sounds of chewing.

      Mike climbed on top of the pavilion with Yuki’s help, his eyes on the work below. It would be a while before any of the portals would open.

      “This is so surreal,” Mike said, observing them. “I’m watching magic rats coordinate an interdimensional highway inside a prison world that looks like the Mad Hatter’s tea party. That’s what made me think of the raven question, actually. I watched the Alice cartoon as a kid and wondered if a question like that would confuse him. Pissed him off pretty bad; that was a surprise for me.”

      Yuki chuckled. “This place has been around since the 1800s, according to Zel’s journal. I’m wondering if Lewis Carroll himself once passed through the looking glass, if you catch my drift.”

      “Do you really think he was here? I thought he was a mathematician.”

      “In some ways, math is just another type of magic.” Yuki coughed, wincing. “He may have visited, been trapped here, or perhaps overheard the story about this place from a friend. Maybe even used that question to escape, who knows? You’ll find that every story tends to have a kernel of truth, and some truths are far more interesting than others.”

      “I see.” He looked out over the gardens.

      “Mike?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What’s a Google?”

      He laughed. “That’s a good question! It’s easier to show you when we get home.” His brow furrowed, and he turned to look at her. “Also, I’ve been meaning to ask you: Once we get everyone back to normal, what were you thinking of doing?”

      “What do you mean?” Yuki fought the nauseous feeling rising up in her throat. Whether it was from her busted ribs or anxiety, she couldn’t be sure.

      “Well, I mean…” Mike cleared his throat. “Where are you going to stay? After this?”

      “I thought…” Yuki hung her head. She hadn’t really thought that far ahead. In a way, it didn’t make a whole lot of sense for her to stick around. After all, she had almost lost the house to a group of witches. Nobody in the home even remembered her, which meant that as far as they were concerned, she was still the enemy.

      She had been stupid to think her hard work would help make up for the trouble she had caused. Lost in thought, she realized Mike was still speaking to her.

      “—or you could stay in the tower, if you’d rather. It’s just that the current rooms are either a mess or occupied. The rats will probably shift a bit, but I don’t want you to be offended because I offered you the servants’ quarters. That’s just the only one that’s remotely ready to be a bedroom.”

      “Wait…what?” She turned toward him. “You want me to stay?”

      “Only if you want to. I know you have mixed feelings about what happened, and you’re certainly free to go. I just didn’t know which room you wanted and was trying to make conversation. You can stay in the tower, but that might make you nervous about getting trapped again, so I didn’t want to assume anything.”

      “You realize what you’re asking, right? You want me to stay here, to live with you, even after everything I’ve done.”

      His face darkened, and he lowered his voice. “I want you to stay because of what you’ve done.”

      Yuki blinked a couple of times, unsure of what she had just heard. “You want me here because…because I tried to kill you?”

      “Kind of.” He kept his eyes on the distant rats. “I keep thinking about that shadow thing, and it makes me wonder. What else is tucked away in the house, waiting to try and manipulate me? What if something causes me to hurt somebody one day, like Emily did? Who would notice? Who would be able to stop me from going off the deep end?”

      “You don’t think the others would notice?”

      He shrugged. “They might. But would they be able to do what needed to be done?” Mike turned to look at her. “I have a feeling you would, but I hope it never comes to that. I know you only want what is best for the house. Even in the middle of hating me, you were able to set your feelings aside. Abella told me you tried to give her the key and have her come get me. That still counts, even if it didn’t work.”

      “I guess.” She crossed her arms and scowled. “So you want me to stay just so I can kill you in case you go off the deep end?”

      “What?” He looked confused for a moment, his gaze eventually settling on the wry grin on Yuki’s face. He chuckled and shook his head. “No, I want you to stay because you belong here, with the others. They might not remember you now, but they’re still the same people you used to know. I just wanted to be up front with you that I’m aware something might happen to me someday. I rarely have a plan, and I’ve gotten lucky more than once. Someday, that luck might run out, and I need to know I can depend on you.” Mike chuckled. “That, and if this plan you came up with works, it’s going to really piss off some people. I wouldn’t mind the extra firepower at home.”

      “If they survive.” A grin crossed her lips. “Okay, we have a deal. We can worry about room assignments after I return.”

      “Good.” He patted her head, then jerked his hand back. “I’m really sorry. I have no idea why I keep doing that.”

      “It’s…it’s okay.” She couldn’t help but smile. “It reminds me of an old friend.”

      “Okay, then.” He did it again but gave her hair a good ruffle. A hot breeze blew across both their backs, and he turned around to look. Down on the ground, one of the first portals had been opened. “Oh boy, I’m getting nervous.”

      “Me too.” They watched together in silence as the rats did their work, the portals opening throughout the garden. Eerie light from different worlds cast a technicolor glow into the sky. Each portal went to a world that was like this one, completely closed off from everywhere else.

      Beneath them, the ground began to rumble.

      Mike broke the silence. “I did want to ask you a question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why is the Grim Reaper out in my front yard?”

      Yuki grinned. “I traded away a decade of my life to trap an avatar of Death inside that card. He was meant for Emily, but she had already passed. Once summoned, the avatar must collect the soul of the person I request before it can return to…I guess wherever Death exists.”

      “So he’s not actually the Grim Reaper?” He held up his hands and made a pair of air quotes.

      “Death is more of a concept than a person or a deity. Just think of it like one of your mall Santas. They aren’t the real Santa, just one of his helpers, an extension.”

      “Ah. I see. So…he’s just stuck here? In my front yard?” He paused, deep in thought. “Is he…safe?”

      “I guess. I tried to use the card on that Amir guy, but apparently his soul wasn’t in his body, or whatever. So until Amir actually dies and crosses over, Death is stuck here.” She shrugged. “This is new territory for me too. As for being safe…I’m not sure.”

      “Lord Mike?” Reggie coughed from down below. “It’s going to become fairly unstable soon. You may wish to come down from there.”

      “Sure.” He climbed off the pavilion first, then offered a hand to Yuki, who followed. The ground rumbled, and she fell into his arms. He caught her easily, holding her close against him until the tremors passed. It was an oddly comforting sensation, feeling his arms around her body, the most human contact she had had in over a decade. His nymph magic washed over her, at once so similar to Emily’s but already so very different.

      She steadied herself, and the ground shook again.

      Reggie scampered up. “We will be done here shortly. The exit portals have all been sealed, so you will need to use the reflecting pool here to get home.”

      “You’re sure the pool will take us home?” Yuki asked.

      “Of course!” Reggie drew himself to his full height. “My subjects are leaving the same way. It returns you to the closest reflective surface to your departure point on Earth.”

      “You’re gonna get wet though,” Mike added.

      “Not the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.” She turned her attention to the horizon. “I guess we should get started.”

      Mike walked with her to the edge of the garden. The rats had trimmed the hedges down over the last couple of hours, giving them a clear path. Once there, they got on their hands and knees and crawled to the edge, peering down into the depths below.

      It was possibly miles of nothing, followed by shifting clouds beneath. When the clouds parted, Yuki could see something, moving around like a giant serpent. Beth had told them she thought it was souls who had gotten trapped here, but Yuki suspected something far more sinister.

      “What’s down there?” he asked. The ground shook beneath them, and both of them clutched nearby rocks tightly.

      “Doesn’t matter. Won’t be there long.” The ground rattled again, and a stone tumbled free of a garden wall close by, falling into the void beneath. “We should scoot back.”

      “Agreed.” They moved away about ten feet and then stood. The ground rumbled under them again, and Yuki realized she no longer saw any trace of the rats. Across the garden, she spotted a few of them migrating toward where she knew the exit to be, followed by a giant pillar of floating rats that spiraled into the sky, each one winking out of existence like a star chased away by the dawn.

      They walked back to the pavilion. The ground rumbled so intensely now that the pavilion had toppled, as well as several of the nearby statues. Except for the path that the rats had made from the edge to the exit, the soft glow of open portals was everywhere.

      “Ugh.” Mike held his stomach. “You can feel your equilibrium shift when you get too close to some of them.” They walked to the pool to see a steady stream of rats stepping inside. Reggie was there, speaking the magic words that activated the portal.

      “Ixiar Tobish Anuit,” the rat king said, sending another cluster of rats skyward. Mike and Yuki waited until he had sent them all into the sky, and he turned around to face them.

      “Well?” Mike asked.

      “It was difficult, but we managed to very carefully reach the threshold.” Once the words were out of his mouth, the world trembled around them. Air pressure varied, and the ground bucked. “I strongly suspect the addition of any other portal in this world will cause it to collapse.”

      Yuki couldn’t help but smile. Much like Alice, she had no idea what a flame would look like after it had gone out, but Reggie had assured her the garden would likely cease to exist. It had been sealed away so completely that it was its own pocket universe. As for Oliver? He couldn’t return to Hell or Earth, which likely meant utter annihilation or an eternity trapped in a place where neither time nor space existed.

      Either way, he deserved it.

      “Great job, Reggie. Are all your subjects out?”

      “Only I remain.” Reggie gave Mike a salute. “I look forward to seeing you on the other side.”

      “And you will.” Mike knelt and took the king’s paw in one hand. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”

      Reggie’s whiskers twitched, and Yuki could have sworn he was smiling.

      The rat king stepped into the pool and spoke the magic words, his body slowly rising into the sky until it disappeared from view.

      “The timing on this is going to be tricky,” Mike said.

      “I’m aware,” Yuki told him. The two of them followed the path back toward the edge, but Mike took a small detour to contemplate Oliver’s body once more.

      “Something wrong?” Yuki asked.

      “That dagger has bailed me out of more trouble than I care to admit,” he told her. “I got it off a witch who came to kill me my first week in the house. It cuts through anything. I’m honestly lucky to still have all my fingers.” He wiggled all ten of them for her. “I guess I’m a little sad to leave it behind. I mean, I get why it needs to be this way, but it’s almost like it was a part of me.”

      “It was never a part of you,” Yuki said, holding in another cough. “It was a tool that had its uses, sure, but it was never meant to be wielded by the likes of you.”

      “The likes of me?” He frowned at her.

      “You’re not meant to be a fighter. We both know that now. You are the Caretaker. You use the tools at your disposal to keep our home safe. Sometimes it means fighting, but usually it means nurturing, taking care of the home and the people inside it. I see it in how the others look to you for guidance, and I sincerely wish I had seen it before.” She took a deep breath, then let out a terrible cough, clutching her sides. “You are already so far ahead of where she ever was. If I had known that when I first saw you, I would have hurled a much bigger piece of ice at you or had my Jabberwock snatch you up in its jaws.”

      He let out a chuckle, then sighed. “Yeah, well, there will always be something out to get me.” He knelt by Oliver and tenderly touched the pommel of his knife. “It was just so comforting knowing I had a weapon, in case trouble found me.”

      “From now on, I’ll be your weapon.” The words were easy to say, but she almost felt like she had cast a spell, the air rippling oddly around them. It was likely the effect of this pocket universe being pincushioned to the point of annihilation, but she couldn’t be sure.

      Mike stood. “Then I guess I better keep you close by. Are you ready?”

      “Yeah.” They walked together toward the edge of the garden and gazed down into the depths below from a safe distance. The clouds shifted hungrily, as if eager for their meal.

      Yuki pulled a card from her pocket and held it up. The Sun card was warm in her hand, the energy of over a decade’s worth of direct sunlight stored inside. It was one of the first cards she had made but one of the last she had finished. Each line of art had been painstakingly drawn at night beneath Daisy’s magical glow, the only light that was safe to draw it by. Hungry for heat, it had gobbled up the sun’s light so quickly that an unnatural winter had settled into the mountain for several months until she could control its intake.

      She slid her hand across the face of the card and tossed it over the edge. It shimmered and turned into an angry ball of light that rapidly expanded to the size of a small sedan before it vanished from view.

      “Are you ready?” she asked Mike, pulling the sunstone from her pocket.

      “Do it,” he told her.

      Yuki raised her arm and winced, grabbing her side in agony. Her arm dropped to her side, so she handed the sunstone over to Mike.

      “You need to,” she told him, already feeling the temperature rise. “Hurry!”

      “Yeah, sure.” He scooped up the sunstone and cocked his arm. He threw the stone over the edge of the garden, and then they both turned and ran.

      The sky shifted to an eerie red as the giant ball of fire beneath the island met up with the falling stone. A blast of heat rocked the island, sending giant cracks through the ground and the garden walls. Mike and Yuki both fell to the ground as the combined might of the stone and her tarot card created beneath them what likely looked like a small sun.

      Another wave of heat blasted the island, and Yuki looked back in time to see a chunk of it break off and fall.

      “Go,” she hissed, clutching her sides. Mike yanked her to her feet and ran, pulling her. A second wave of energy rocked the island, and they both got tossed through the air and crashed into one of the nearby statues. It tilted on top of them, but she was yanked out of the way at the last second by Mike.

      “C’mon!” he shouted, then pulled her up once more. A low musical note filled the air as hot wind rushed across the island, followed by several more tones as each portal acted like the open end of a bottle. The sounds raised the hairs on Yuki’s neck, causing her to shiver.

      The temperature was increasing exponentially now. The rats had cleverly created a closed system with their dimension hopping, and as the heat increased, so would the intensity of the atmosphere. Oliver’s world had become a massive pressure cooker that was starting to heat up.

      They passed the pavilion and then Oliver. Yuki stumbled again, her legs giving out as fire spread through her lungs, but Mike helped her, lifting her off the ground and slinging her over his shoulder. The earth rocked dangerously beneath, giant cracks appearing in the garden, but he casually sidestepped them and even dodged a few falling statues. The going was slower than she would have liked, and she gasped at the sight of a shimmering wall of heat blasting away at the edges of the garden.

      They were at the reflecting pool. Mike held on tightly to Yuki, stepping into the water.

      “Ixiar Tobish Anuit,” they both said, and the pool shimmered. Their bodies floated up into the sky slowly at first, and Yuki looked down in horror as the water began to boil. Gathering her magic, she blasted the pool with frost, attempting to cool it down long enough for them to escape.

      They rose together into the sky, slowly gaining speed as Oliver’s island grew smaller beneath them. The light from below was so intense that it was like looking into the sun itself, so they both closed their eyes as they moved even faster, the air growing impossibly hot around them. Yuki summoned her magic, her icy shields bursting and turning to steam just as fast as they formed.

      Neither of them had expected the garden to become so unstable, and the air was hot enough now that it hurt to breathe. Flames licked at their feet, the world ablaze with power and fury.

      When they exited the reflecting pool of the Labyrinth, the heat that chased them out caused steam to rise from its surface, turning the pool into a hot spring. Together, they quickly scrambled out of the water and fell on the cool stone of the Labyrinth floor, gasping for air.

      “Well,” Yuki began, wheezing. “Now that we’ve made a bomb roughly the size of a small planet, what would you like to do tomorrow, Caretaker?”

      Mike let out a hard laugh, squeezing Yuki’s hand with his own.
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        * * *

      

      Beth opened her eyes, taking a deep breath. Her vision was blurry for a few moments, and she saw some shapes moving around in front of her.

      “Easy,” a voice told her, as if from a great distance. “It takes a few minutes to acclimate to being flesh and bone again, so just relax.”

      “Ra…Ratu?” Her voice was barely a whisper. The figures slowly gained definition, turning from amorphous blobs into humanoids. The fuzzy edges of their bodies came into focus, and she found herself lying on a cot that had been built in front of the Labyrinth.

      Off to her side, Ratu nodded with a satisfied smile. She was holding a strange scepter with a stony eyeball built into the top. “Looks like we’re good here. Don’t get up for a bit. Your balance is nonexistent, and your muscles are going to hurt pretty badly. You aren’t dying or anything, so just relax until the feeling passes.”

      “I…where…” Her brain fought to put the pieces together. A warm hand took hers and squeezed. She turned her head to see Mike at her side.

      “Welcome home,” he told her, then leaned in to give her a hug.

      “You…came for…me…” The smile that crossed her face hurt like hell, but she didn’t care.

      She was saved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            The World

          

        

      

    

    
      Yuki stood by the back door, her eyes on Naia’s fountain. The nymph was currently absent, resting in her spring.

      Unfreezing the others had taken some time. After Beth was revived, the Minotaur had been next, and it had taken almost everyone to calm down the beast. Scowling, he had stormed back into the Labyrinth, disappearing behind its thick metal doors. Beth had been unable to follow, still weak from her transformation. Sofia had simply collapsed, holding her sides tightly.

      Naia, after a quick kiss with Mike, had turned into water and vanished.

      Ashamed, Yuki had spent the next day or so helping Zel make preparations to begin restoring the centaurs. Beth described the ordeal as instantaneous, meaning the men and women of the herd were frozen in time and would likely come out swinging. Tink was helping build something similar to what she called a cattle chute, which would stabilize the centaurs and prevent injuries upon awakening.

      Yuki had dedicated a solid chunk of her time to finding the key to the wardrobe. It had been difficult, but she had eventually found it buried beneath a portion of the front porch that hadn’t collapsed. She had given it to Mike, who had smiled and simply handed it back.

      “You hold on to it,” he’d told her. “We don’t really need it anymore, do we?”

      The next day, Tink had given her a chain to put it on. Yuki now wore it around her neck, as a memento. She found herself touching it often, thinking about what it must have taken for Emily to find the strength to turn the key, locking Yuki away for good.

      However painful those memories were, there was still one more thing to do, and she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it yet. Standing at the back door, she took a deep breath and a step forward. It was a path she had taken many times before, to a place she had spent countless hours. Now, though, she felt like a stranger and couldn’t help but think back to a better time.

      “Hey, Naia?” It was a bright summer day, nearly thirty years ago. Yuki could smell the blossoming flowers in the garden and was lying on her back on the fountain’s edge, watching birds and insects swirl overhead.

      “Yes?” Naia was behind her, floating on the water. Ever since Yuki had arrived, the fountain had quickly become her favorite place. The inside of the house was okay, but it was often noisy, and she didn’t like how confined she felt within the walls.

      “I was wondering. Emily asked me if I would be willing to travel with her and find others. Like me.”

      “And? What’s your question?”

      “What if I say no?” The world outside of the house was suddenly so scary now that she had somewhere she finally felt safe. Over the last few weeks, her mind had been able to process all her close calls, the times she had almost been caught. The thought of stepping back out into a world like that was scary and more than a little intimidating.

      “Say no. She isn’t going to make you leave because of it.”

      “Are you sure?” Yuki rolled over. “I mean, sure? Because I don’t really want to go, but at the same time, I’ve noticed that everyone else here contributes.” She caught a glimpse of fairy lights as they chased each other through the garden, Cerulea and Olivia giggling before disappearing through an open window of the house. Seconds later, the sound of breaking glass was followed by a stream of goblin curses, which made her laugh. “Well, almost everyone.”

      “Believe it or not, everyone who lives here has a job they do. It might not always be obvious, but it’s how the house functions.” Naia sat up and ran her fingers through the fur between Yuki’s ears. “But just because Emily asked doesn’t mean it has to be the job you end up with.”

      “What’s your job? Like, I get you’re the spirit of the fountain, but what is the big thing you do?”

      “Oh, I’m kind of like a guide. When a new Caretaker comes along, I can tell if they’ll be a good fit, and then use my magic to bind them here.”

      “Have you ever screwed up?” Yuki looked into Naia’s eyes. “Like, what if someone messes up their job?”

      “So far? No.” Naia smiled down at her. “It’s not a decision I make. It’s the house who chooses. Sometimes the Caretaker can hunt around for their successor in advance, but it’s ultimately the house’s choice.”

      “Well, then, what’s the house’s job?”

      “That’s a very good question,” Amymone chimed in, her back against the fountain wall. The dryad was leaning against the opposite side of the fountain, which was right at the edge of her tree’s roots. Her head was still buried in the book she was reading, her long green-and-brown hair cascading over her shoulders. “I think the house is up to something, personally, but my sister would tell you it’s to protect the others who live here.”

      Naia threw the dryad a dirty look. “Ignore her. She’s just being snotty.”

      “Why do you think it’s up to something?” Yuki asked.

      Amymone chuckled. “Just a feeling I get. I wish I could go inside and see for myself what the fuss is about. Do you know it’s impossible to count all the rooms? Try it sometime. Just go through and count them. You’ll always find that you forgot about one or somehow counted one twice.”

      “That’s not true,” Yuki said. “I can easily count them all.”

      “Can you?”

      “Stop it, Amy. You’re scaring her.”

      “I’m not scared.” At least, she didn’t think she was.

      Amymone let out a sigh and set her book down on the edge of the fountain. She turned around and looked at Yuki. “I finished another one. Do you suppose you could grab me a new one? A random one from the garage will do.”

      “Uh, yeah, sure.” Yuki picked up the paperback and looked at it. “You sure do like to read, don’t you?”

      “I don’t get around much.” Amymone stood and stretched, her dark limbs cracking. “Though holding the processed carcasses of my siblings is still a little disturbing.”

      “Processed…carcasses…” Yuki looked at the book in her hand.

      “She’s just fucking with you,” Naia told her. “Not every tree has a dryad.”

      “Not anymore,” Amymone grumped.

      The nymph rolled her eyes. “She’s being dramatic on purpose. It’s a bad habit she picked up from her books, I’m sure.” She splashed her sister. “Her job is to help maintain the plant life. Did you know she helped grow some of the stuff in the greenhouse?”

      “Really?” Yuki asked. The greenhouse had fascinated her, but Emily had made it off-limits to the others. Apparently some of the floras were dangerous, not least of all the Mandragora. Even while docile, the tendrils of the plant liked to grab at Yuki’s feet when she wasn’t paying attention.

      “Yeah. Sometime after the house was built, but…” Amymone went blank for a second. “Apparently that’s all I’m allowed to remember on the subject.”

      “Is it weird? Forgetting things you’ve known forever?”

      Naia nodded. “It is, but it makes it that much more fun when you get to remember them!”

      “Okay, Pollyanna, settle down.” Amymone put a hand on her hip, cocking her head impatiently. “If you don’t mind? A new book?”

      “Oh, right.” Yuki held the old book to her chest. “Do you care which one?”

      “Nah. Put that one in the box by the door and just grab one out of another box. Emily keeps plenty of spares in there for me to read, so as long as it isn’t part two in a series or whatever, it’s fine.”

      “Sure, okay.” Yuki walked into the garage, following Amymone’s instructions. She picked a book at random, with a strange ship on the front, and returned it to the dryad. Yuki sat on the edge of the fountain.

      “Thanks,” Amymone said, then walked back to her tree and sat at the base. Within a few minutes, the ground near the dryad had sprouted clumps of wildflowers.

      “Ooh, you picked her a good one,” Naia told her. “My sister is a sucker for science fiction, by the way. She likes reading about the stars and other planets and stuff. Helps make her feel like the world is a lot bigger than it really is. She never did take to being stuck in one place very well.”

      “I see. So Emily brings her books?”

      “That’s Emily’s job. To take care of us, meet our needs, maybe even make us happy.” Naia patted Yuki between the ears. “Has anyone ever told you how soft your fur is right here?”

      “No. No, they haven’t.” Yuki watched the dryad for several more minutes, contemplating. How many other creatures were like her, hiding yet hoping? When brought here, would they see the love and care the others had? It was a lot to think about, but now she wondered if it was something she wanted to help others find too. “Maybe I will travel with Emily. Help keep her safe. That’s something I could do.”

      “Only if you wish it.” Naia planted a kiss on her forehead, the first of many.

      How many days and nights had Yuki sat out here, lying on the grass between the two of them? Amymone had spent several hours helping Yuki learn to read English and even do some basic earth magic. Naia had been her confidante, with Amymone always willing to toss in her two cents’ worth. Did Naia feel that loss? Was she even aware of what it was she was missing?

      What would it have been like if Yuki could forget Emily? Back in the present, she held up one of her tarot cards, wiping away the tears that blurred her vision.

      It was the Lovers card. Depicting a couple standing across from each other with eyes locked, it was a card containing enough magic to make two people fall in love, or at least think they were. After she had created the Death card, Yuki had spent months working on this one. At the time, she hadn’t known which one she was planning to use, but that desperate part of her had wanted Emily back so badly that she had felt it was a worthwhile investment, an opportunity to reclaim what had been lost.

      Naia seemed blissfully ignorant of her loss. Yuki wondered what her life would be like if Emily could be erased in such a manner from her own mind, a mysterious gap between then and now that her brain filled in with fiction and anecdotes.

      Tucking the card away in her sleeve, Yuki rubbed the tears from her eyes once more and looked into the sky. Distant clouds had built into dark thunderheads, and a storm threatened to break in a couple of hours. Maybe she would climb the house later and watch it from the roof, if Abella was willing to share some space.

      In a lot of ways, Yuki wished she could forget about Emily, but she knew doing so would change who she had become. And while it was likely Naia would be happy to continue on with no knowledge of her lost sister, she owed it to the nymph to make certain she remembered.

      “Naia.” Yuki poked her finger in the fountain. The water moved sluggishly, slowly forming into the nymph. Her hair was disheveled, and she let out a large yawn.

      “Sorry, I’m not myself quite yet.” Smacking her lips, she leaned over the water to see her reflection. “Gods damn it.” She shook her head a few times, her hair shifting into different styles before tumbling down her back in a smooth cascade. Looking at her reflection again, she gave a nod of approval and then turned her attention to Yuki. “Yes?”

      The kitsune sat on the edge of the wall and told her everything, starting from the beginning. Several tears were shed, and by the time she was done, Naia cried too, her entire body covered in tiny streams of water that ran into the fountain. The distant storm had now broken overhead, and Naia held Yuki in her arms, letting the rain wash over them both.
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        * * *

      

      “Those two seem to be getting along.” Mike stood at the kitchen table, looking through the back window at Yuki and Naia.

      “I guess.” Beth swallowed a couple more Tylenol with a glass of water. Ever since her unfreezing, she had felt like she had come down with a case of the flu. “It’ll be a road to recovery for all of us, I’m afraid.”

      “How have you been feeling? Any stray thoughts?”

      Beth shook her head. “Not that I can tell. I haven’t been sleeping very well, but I think it’s because I hurt so bad.” She turned to Jenny, her constant companion. The doll stuck with her now, ready to alert anyone in the house if Oliver took back over. However, Beth was no longer missing any time, and she hadn’t seen a trace of Oliver anywhere. “Naia checked and said the piece of him is still attached to my soul, but it’s just sitting there, like it’s sleeping.”

      “Well, hopefully you won’t have to worry about it for long.” He sat across from her. “I was wondering if you could help me with something.”

      “Anything.” She couldn’t help but notice how much he had changed recently. In some ways, he still seemed like the man she had met almost a month ago, but the way he stood and spoke elicited those odd feelings once more. She was attracted to him, that was for certain, but she also worried she was being manipulated by Oliver somehow in an attempt to get closer to Mike. She hadn’t mentioned this to Mike but had made sure to keep her distance just in case.

      “They’re going to start waking up the centaurs soon. I was wondering, as my attorney, if you could help me broker a deal with the ones moving here and the ones staying behind.”

      “Like a treaty?” Her heart leaped at the idea of putting together a treaty for an entire centaur herd. She wondered what the men looked like. “Anything specific you want?”

      “Not to fight with Zel’s tribe would be a good starting point. Orion needs to relinquish his claim on Zel. I probably need to apologize for antagonizing them.” His forehead scrunched up as he thought on it some more. “At worst, peaceful coexistence. At best…having a centaur army on hand might not be a bad idea.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. What about the exiles? The ones coming here?”

      “They’re going to live in the greenhouse. Gonna need something that says they’ll take care of the land and become part of the house, in a way. Zel has assured me the greenhouse will be able to provide for them, so we won’t have dozens of mouths to feed, but I want something in writing to prevent them from creating any unsafe situation.”

      “Like what?”

      He smiled. “You’re my attorney. You tell me.”

      Beth smirked. “Okay, I think I can write something up. Do you want a fancy title too? I mean, it’s almost like you’re creating your own fiefdom here. Master of Monsters? Lord of the Land? We could poll the others, see what they like.”

      Mike made a face. “They can call me the Caretaker. I’m not their boss or anything. I just want them to have somewhere safe to stay.”

      A smile crossed her lips. “I think that can be arranged. Anything else?”

      Mike shook his head. “No. Nothing I can think of. You’ll probably need an escort. The centaurs are super grumpy with me right now and likely to crucify you on sight, but I imagine returning their missing warriors will soften them up a bit. I’m sure you’ll be far more diplomatic than I was.” He let out a sigh. “While you’re working on that, I’ll just be here trying to figure out how to clean up the front yard.”

      “Sounds good.” She turned her attention to the women outside, then back to Mike. “Do you need anything else from me?”

      “Negotiating peace between a magic house and a centaur herd not enough for you?” He lifted an eyebrow and grinned. “I can’t think of anything, but—”

      He was interrupted by the slamming of a door and a litany of shrieks in goblin.

      “I should probably go see what that’s about.” He stood and walked out of the kitchen, leaving her behind.

      She sat alone for several minutes, her thoughts suddenly slippery. At first, she worried there was a more sinister explanation, but she realized she was most likely undercaffeinated. She put on a fresh pot of coffee and waited for it to brew, the warm, earthy scent flooding through the kitchen. After taking a quick trip to the office, she returned to the kitchen with her laptop to discover Daisy gazing at the coffee pot with interest.

      “Hey there. Would you like some?”

      Daisy spun around, clearly startled, then made a couple of signs with her hand. “Yes, please.”

      “If you help me find something you can drink from, I’ll pour,” Beth started to sign back but then remembered Daisy could hear through the vibrations in her wings, so spoke aloud instead. Her ASL was super rusty, a leftover from her college education, but she could understand the fairy just fine. “So you got trapped on the other side with Yuki, right?”

      “Yes.” Daisy lifted off the ground, fluttering near one of the cabinets. “Open this, please.”

      Beth opened it and saw that it was full of food. The fairy darted in and rummaged around in the back. Eventually she emerged with what looked to be a child’s teacup, which was more like a bowl in her tiny hands.

      “This is yours?” It must have gone unnoticed when the cabinet had been filled. She poured out some coffee for the fairy. “Room for cream?”

      The fairy nodded, then sat down on the table to wait. Beth poured herself a cup first and then Daisy, then sat down with the half-and-half. She topped off Daisy’s cup and held back a laugh when Daisy wrapped her arms around it, clearly enjoying the warmth.

      “Would you be able to help me with the centaurs? I need someone familiar with the area who can tell me about them and their culture.” She had heard a bit from Zel but figured it would be good to hear it from an outside perspective.

      Daisy nodded, then took a sip of coffee, her wings fluttering in delight.

      “Wonderful. I appreciate that.” She held out a finger, and the fairy gave it a shake, as if sealing a deal. With a grin on her face, Beth opened up a new document and started going through her templates. Daisy kept her company as she drafted out some ideas, speaking at length with the fairy. Her aches and pains eased up over the next couple of hours, and she looked over what she had, a broad smile on her face.

      Taking her laptop and Jenny with her, she walked to the stairs, Daisy sitting on her shoulder. She paused by the stairs, looking through the open front door. Abella was holding part of the roof of the porch in place while Mike pushed a piece of wood beneath it. Tink sat on his shoulders, ready with a hammer to shore it up. Beth smiled at them, though they didn’t see her. By this time tomorrow, the front porch would be usable once again.

      Back in her room, she put her laptop on the bed and opened her closet, revealing her clothes. Daisy helped her dig through her outfits and pick the one that would look best. She settled on a low-cut blouse with black lace around the edges and then found a matching red skirt that went down to her knees. After stripping down, she tried on the outfit, then piled her hair on top of her head.

      “What do you think?” She stood in front of her mirror, turning back and forth.

      “You look great.” Daisy sat on the edge of the bed, her legs dangling over the space below.

      “I look better than I feel.” She released her hair, letting it fall past her shoulders. For several moments, she was caught by her own reflection, her eyes darting around the corners of the room. Was it possible Oliver, suspended in death, could still see her? What dark areas of her mind could he still be in?

      “Are you in there, you bastard?” Leaning toward the mirror, she stopped just short of her nose touching it. She half expected to see his grinning face in the pupils of her eyes, but all she saw was how tired she was. Though she had escaped his wrath, she had still fallen prey to him, had nearly become the victim. Though her body hurt, her heart hurt even more as a result, her pride damaged. He had tried to take everything from her for no reason other than he could. She had been absolutely powerless, and had the implications not been so severe, she would have been thrilled at the idea.

      “Rot in Hell, you fucker,” she whispered to the mirror, on the off chance he could hear her. Stepping back, she pulled off her outfit and hung it up in the closet, ready to wear for the day she met with the centaur herd. After picking out a couple of good outfits for the rest of the week, she closed the closet door and put on the clothes she had been wearing before, then stood there for several moments, deep in contemplation.

      “Everything okay?” Daisy asked.

      “Yeah. Everything is fine.” She grabbed the knob of the closet and moved it through the proper sequence, revealing the cave behind it. “I’m gonna have a busy week is all. Think I’m going to pay Asterion a visit, maybe blow off some steam.”

      A large grin crossed the fairy’s face. “Can I come too?”

      Beth laughed. “Sure, if you want.” She picked up Jenny, then walked into the cave, letting the door close behind her. Daisy’s glow lit the cavern well enough to see by, and Beth made the long trek to the Labyrinth. Oliver had tried to take her freedom from her, but he had failed. The experience had been awful, but she refused to let it define her. It was a lesson she had learned from Mike, to keep moving forward and live in the present. And since Oliver had no control over her now, she refused to spend her time jumping at every shadow in the corner of her vision.

      Squeezing Jenny tightly, she followed the path down to the Labyrinth, happy to see that Asterion was waiting for her at the gate.

      “Hey there, friend. Wanna show a girl a good time?” She casually leaned against the stone wall nearest her. “Sounds like I’m being deployed soon. Might not make it back. What do you say?”

      “Hmm. If it is dangerous, perhaps I should come with you.” The Minotaur’s hand tightened on his ax.

      “No, it’s just a…never mind.” She took him by the hand and led him into the Labyrinth, ready to live fully in the present. After all, who knew what tomorrow might bring?
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        * * *

      

      Mike tossed himself into bed, letting out a grunt. Tink had already rolled to the side, snoring loudly with her arms dangling off the edge of the mattress. It had been a busy week of rebuilding, and he had been caught up in ordering supplies and dealing with the mess around his house. Beth was supposed to come home in the morning and let him know how things went with the centaurs they had freed. He hoped she was having more success dealing with them than he’d had.

      The house around him was quieter than normal. So many of the others had gone with Beth to the tower world that it was almost like the first few days in the house. It was only him, Tink, and Naia, though Sofia was lurking somewhere in the Library. He didn’t count the rats, because they kept largely to themselves, though Reggie did show up sporadically. The rat king certainly liked to be involved, and Mike was grateful to have the little guy on his side.

      Lost in his thoughts, he found himself staring at a crack in the plaster above. Perhaps he had seen it every night, but he couldn’t help but wonder if it had always been there. The house was changing, manipulating their memories and its blueprints, working its way toward some eventual…something. The house and its occupants were part of a game, apparently, but to what end? It had already gone through some changes this week alone, changes that boggled his mind.

      Yawning, he wondered what it would be like if he could see them all, the people of the house, laid out like game pieces. He thought about the strange garden from his vision, then blushed at the memory of masturbating as the house. Fighting the urge to fall asleep, he tried to slip into that space once again, to see if he could gain any more information.

      The effort this time was minimal, and his consciousness rapidly shifted perspectives, the room around him bending like metal and then melting into the ground. He stood on the roof of the house, the wind blowing through his hair. He felt himself lifted into the sky, the world beneath him growing small and revealing several pinpricks of light scattered across the grounds. They moved like twinkling stars, shifting about beneath him.

      He rocketed into the sky, the clouds clinging to his skin like morning dew until he was above them, his body illuminated by the moon. His whole body spun in place like a drunken top, and he fell, the soft clouds folding around him like a pair of hands.

      The fall was long, and the moon vanished, leaving him in darkness. Down below, a tiny spot of light could be seen, and he fell through it, tumbling in space over a large body of sand. He crashed, scattering grains of sand in every direction.

      “Mmmph!” As he pushed himself up, a fountain of sand fell out of his mouth.

      “That…was quite the entrance, Romeo.”

      Mike stood, squinting in the harsh light of the sun. Standing on the edge of the crater was the succubus Lily, wearing a bikini and a pair of thigh-high boots. She lifted her sunglasses, appraising him with crimson eyes.

      “Lily? Is that really you?”

      “In the flesh. Well…essentially.” She knelt and offered a hand. “You’re in the Dreamscape, but I’ve never seen anyone enter quite like that before.”

      “I was trying to go somewhere else.” He took her hand and pulled himself out of the sand. It was an odd sensation, as if his entire body was being sucked into the ground in opposition to his movements. Instead of him stepping out of the crater, the sand filled it in until he stood level with Lily. “You’re really here?”

      “I am.” She grinned. “I’m in your bedroom right now, actually.”

      “Oh. Um, want me to wake up?”

      “I’m on a bit of a time crunch. A couple minutes in the real world versus an hour in here. Thought I would drop in and talk to you for a change.”

      “What do you mean, for a change?”

      She chuckled. “I’ve been sucking you off in your sleep. We’ve been super busy, and I haven’t had time to visit, just enough time to come home, get some juice, and fly back out to keep our little delivery girl sane.”

      “That’s kind of a dick move. We’ve been worried about you.”

      Her face darkened. “You’re one to talk. You were missing for a couple of days, and I spot this fox demon storming around the house like she owns the place. Thank the underworld I wasn’t running on empty; otherwise, you’d be reading about a zombie outbreak on the news.”

      “Oh yeah? Where at?”

      “No spoilers. You’ll hear about it firsthand in a week or so. We’re headed your way, actually, so I’ll let our girl fill you in on what we’ve been up to when we get home.”

      “Is she…did Dana…get cured?”

      Lily rolled her eyes and knocked on Mike’s forehead. “If she had, would I be here to get her a spooge smoothie?”

      He laughed. “No, I guess not.”

      “So…where did you come from?” Lily pointed up. “It’s called falling asleep, but you came in here like a meteor.”

      “I was trying something. It’s like a trance. I’ve gone there a couple of times, but I ended up here instead.” He told her about the visions and about wearing the body of the house. “Any ideas?”

      “If it’s somewhere like the Dreamscape, it’s not terribly far away. Metaphorically. Why do you want to go there anyway?”

      “Don’t know.” He shrugged. “I keep ending up there, and it would be nice if I could control when I go. I feel like there’s some big secret to be learned, but I don’t know what.”

      “Well…” Lily frowned. “That might be something I can help you with, when I get back.”

      “You’d help me? Just like that?” He crossed his arms. “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch.” She looked away from him as if momentarily lost in thought. “Recently, I’ve been feeling very…nostalgic. When I left with Dana, part of it was because I wanted to help her, to do a good thing. But honestly? I’ve been feeling things I haven’t felt in a while, and I don’t fully understand why.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “It sounds silly, but human things. Emotions. I don’t know if it’s because I’m bonded to you, or if it’s some other reason, but I’ve been unusually…kind, as of late.”

      Mike thought back to the last time he’d seen Lily, on the front porch. He had fucked her and Cecilia at the same time, the magic running rampant through all three of them. If Lily was feeling more human, what had he taken from her? “I might know why that is, actually.”

      “Oh?” Lily lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yeah.” He looked around to see if anyone was listening and then leaned in close and whispered in her ear, “I’ll tell you when you get home.”

      “Asshole.” She pushed him, and he fell back into a chair he hadn’t seen. The thick straps pushed against his back, and he saw they were sitting at the edge of the ocean, an endless expanse facing them.

      “Where’s the house?” Mike asked.

      “Behind you,” she answered.

      He turned around to see it on a cliff, the sun reflecting off its windows. “Interesting.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not a super big fan of it. I’m quite the sore loser.” She waved her hand, and another beach chair appeared. She settled into it, and a servant approached, a man with a blank face. He handed them a pair of drinks and then vanished.

      “Was that…?”

      “One of my captured souls? Yep.”

      “I’m not certain I approve.”

      “Nobody cares if you approve.” Lily sipped at her drink. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t let them go. They’re a part of me now, a stain on my essence that can never be scrubbed free. But if it makes you feel any better, my tastes have changed.”

      “How so?”

      “Some people deserve it.” Her face darkened in a literal sense, the sun’s light bending away from it. From behind her sunglasses, a pair of orbs smoldered. The moment passed, and she returned to normal, tilting back her glass again. “So want to fill me in on what happened?”

      Mike told her what he knew, everything about Emily and Yuki’s relationship and the fight to come home. Lily asked a few questions and nodded appreciatively at times. The dream sun hovered just above the horizon, trapped in a perpetual state of sunset. When he was finished, Lily gestured for another drink, which was quickly brought to her.

      “That’s quite the tale. So this Yuki character. You let her move in?”

      “I did.”

      “Guess that explains why the house looks different now. However, I’m not certain I approve.” She lifted an eyebrow. “What’s to keep her from turning on you someday?”

      “Honestly? Nothing. But I trust her. She deserves a second chance. Has earned it, in fact.” He drank the beverage, feeling a rush. “Can you get drunk here?”

      “Kind of. Being drunk in the Dreamscape is a pro-choice affair. You stay drunk as long as you want and push it away when you’re done.” She licked her lips. “I’m curious, Romeo. You think she deserves a second chance. You certainly gave me one. Why so eager to give someone a second chance though? Why take the risk?”

      “Sometimes people don’t get to choose. Yuki certainly didn’t. What about you? I don’t know much about your past, but I do know you were sent after me and plenty of others as well. What would you have done with your life if you hadn’t been forced to serve your previous master?”

      Lily slammed her drink and tossed the glass. It turned into a small cloud of butterflies and floated away. She slid out of her chair and joined Mike on his, her breasts hovering over his face.

      “Enough talk about previous boyfriends.” She pressed herself against him. “Let’s talk about the immediate future. Do you want to get sucked or go straight to fucked? Pussy or ass? You have options, you know.”

      The sudden shift in conversation confused him, but an odd sensation manifested in his gut, his mind expanding across the beach and touching on the lapping waves. He closed his eyes for a moment, letting the magic flow through him.

      “Honestly?” He could feel the nymph magic inside him now, reading Lily’s desires. Strangely, though she had offered herself so freely, he could feel she was uncertain. She clearly wasn’t ready to move forward with their encounter, but why rush it if time was already stalled? “I want your mouth.”

      “Of course. Who wouldn’t?” She pointed at her lips, and they changed color. “Do you have a color preference, or should I leave a rainbow around the base of your—”

      He grabbed the back of her head and pulled her in for a kiss. She tensed up for several seconds, his tongue exploring the inside of her mouth. She finally relaxed, melting into him and letting out a tiny moan. He moved his hands to her face, touching her cheek bones, and then caressed one of her horns, stroking the calloused skin where they disappeared into her scalp.

      Moving his hands downward, he touched her wings, marveling at how smooth the flesh felt. The connection between the wings and her shoulders was no thicker than his wrist, and the bones beneath shifted at his touch.

      After several minutes, she broke the kiss. “I don’t understand.”

      “Do you need to leave? I know you’re in a hurry, but I figured we still have time here.”

      “We do. I just…” She touched her lips. “The way you kiss. It felt like…” Her eyes narrowed. “When you kiss me, it feels like more than just a kiss.”

      Mike shrugged. “Why wouldn’t it?”

      Her wings fluttered behind her. “You’re more complicated than I give you credit for, Romeo.”

      “And that’s after years of therapy.” He grabbed her by the shoulders and tilted her to the side. The chair beneath them warped and distorted, forming into a queen-size bed. “Maybe it sounds a bit old-fashioned, but perhaps we can take our time tonight?” The moment the words left his mouth, they felt right. She softened in his arms, touching his face now with her hands.

      “It’s been a long time since someone has been this gentle with me.” Her voice was uncharacteristically soft, her eyes lost in a memory. “You’ll have to forgive me if I’m a little rusty.”

      “I’m willing to bet you’ll catch on quick.” He kissed her again, and she clung to him, her lips eager for his. It was so unlike her that he almost stopped, but he felt that she would take it as a rejection. He slid a hand down her side and gave one of her breasts a squeeze, eliciting a small laugh from the succubus.

      She pulled her mouth away. “Maybe you’re feeling a little nostalgic too. It feels like we’re on a third date or something.”

      “Do you have to work out to stay this fit, or do you just get to be this sexy all the time?” He traced a finger along her ribs, and she laughed.

      “I’m always this sexy.” She pushed him on his back and tried to mount him, but he pulled her down and rolled her onto her back.

      “Not so fast, hellspawn.” He leaned in to kiss her, pinning her hands together above her head. She bit his lip playfully and let out a laugh when he bit her back.

      “I never took you for a biter, Romeo.”

      “You should meet my wife sometime.”

      Lily frowned. “Who? Oh, right. The goblin.” She smirked at him and turned her head to the side, exposing her neck. “Bite away, I suppose.”

      He obliged, nibbling at the sensitive flesh of her neck, then licked the skin along her jawline. She made happy sounds beneath him, arching her back to give him better access to her collarbone. He kissed his way down her chest, then pushed up her bikini top to reveal her breasts.

      The moment they were exposed, her bikini turned to smoke and formed into a lacy red bra that covered her again. Mike reached behind Lily and undid the clasp, but when he pulled it away, it revealed the presence of a micro bikini beneath.

      “Are you just fucking with me?” He pushed the bikini aside to reveal a pair of smiley-face pasties over her nipples.

      “Maybe a little.” She wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled him down, burying his face in her cleavage. “Or maybe I’m just shy.”

      He kissed along her sternum, enjoying the soft, warm mounds around his face. He kissed his way up her left breast, then peeled back the smiley-face pastie. The nipple beneath winked at him and faded away, vanishing from sight.

      “You are super fucking with me right now.” He sucked the skin where her nipple had been, and Lily let out a groan.

      “Oh, you’ve got me. I’ve been such a bad girl and deserve to be punished.” She grabbed him tightly by the hair and yanked his face off her breast with a loud pop. “What will it be? A spanking? A whip? Are you going to lock me in stocks and force me to pleasure you?”

      “I’ve already done that last one. Recently, actually.” He moved to kiss her chin, but she yanked him away by the hair.

      “Now you’re fucking with me.” Her eyes moved back and forth across his face. “Oh shit, you’re serious. I think you skipped over that part.”

      “I don’t fuck and tell. It’s unbecoming of a gentleman.” He winked. “Well, not usually.”

      “Who was it? I’m curious now.”

      “My lips are sealed.” He mimed locking his lips with a key, then tossed it away.

      “It was the goblin, wasn’t it?”

      “No, it wasn’t Tink.” He slid a hand down her belly and beneath her bikini bottom. Her smooth skin was soft to the touch, and he found her labia to be quite damp.

      “It couldn’t have been the nymph.” Lily’s face scrunched up in concentration. “The snake? The horse? Oh, I know! It was the cyclops!”

      “These people all have names, you know.” He pushed a finger inside her, and she moaned.

      “Oh, that shouldn’t feel as good as it does.” She loosened her grip on his hips, giving him more room to move. He rewarded her with an additional digit, and she let out a cry. “Mmh, you’ve gotten good at this.”

      “That would be the nymph in me.” He kissed her some more, fingering her slowly at first, then picking up speed.

      “I imagine it’s more than that.” She pulled him in for another kiss, her free hand grabbing his cock through his pants. She slid her thumb across the front of his pants, and his clothing vanished, turning to ash and floating away on the sea breeze.

      A wave of heat washed over him, and her hand encircled his cock, stroking him quickly. Lube appeared in her hand, and she got him nice and wet, running her fingers over his glans. Gripping him tightly at the base of his shaft, she squeezed and raised her hand to the very tip of his dick, then shifted the angle of her palm.

      When she pushed down on him, it felt like a warm mouth had sucked him in. He broke the kiss to take a peek and discovered that Lily’s hand had become a fleshy mass with a pair of lips on the end.

      It was more than a little freaky, but it felt so good that he kept his mouth shut. He kissed her some more, wondering if a similar feat could be accomplished with his own fingers. Breaking their kiss, he gazed deep into her eyes, willing reality to shift for him.

      It was difficult at first, but heat radiated down his arm and into his hands. His fingers tingled, and he felt them engorge, swelling up and merging together.

      “Oh. Oh!” Lily’s hips bucked, and she looked down. “You are a clever little boy, aren’t you?”

      “Perhaps.” He tilted his wrist down, marveling at the odd sensation in his hand. Withdrawing his cock fingers from her, he saw the world go temporarily blurry around them.

      Lily grabbed his face and turned it toward her own. “Don’t look. Just go with it for now. The fewer senses involved, the easier it is to maintain the illusion.”

      “Are you giving me Dreamscape tips?”

      “I am. You can be the god of this place, but you have to understand that your mind isn’t quite ready to step away from the trappings of reality.” She grunted, pushing her hips into him. “Right now, I’m lying on top of you, sucking your dick as hard as I can. But your mind is in here, with me, doing something else. How you see yourself as a person determines what you look like in here, and I know for a fact you don’t have the kind of big dick energy to believe your fingers are actually cocks.”

      Mike laughed. “Self-manipulation is the hardest, then?”

      “For mortals? Yes.” She flickered beneath him, quickly transforming into Naia, then Beth, and eventually several different women before becoming herself once more. The entire time, her hand mouth kept sucking him, his orgasm slowly building. “I am not bound by such restrictions.”

      “I far prefer you as yourself, to be honest.” He pushed a lock of black-and-red hair away from her forehead.

      “I don’t even know who I really am.” She stopped stroking him, her eyes suddenly far away. “Or rather, who I want to be.”

      “It’s something we can both work on.” He kissed her, and she melted against him, her hand now stroking him with a sense of urgency. He pushed his fingers into her, willing them to become thicker and harder. She gasped, her face turning bright red and a fiery halo forming above her horns.

      “Fuck…fuck…FUCK!” Her eyes burst into flame, and the sand around them caught on fire. The succubus arched her back, toppling Mike off the bed and onto the sand. Before he could sit up, she had mounted him, sitting straight up, her wings spread wide.

      The clouds above burned away as she rode him, screeching in another language, her hips swiveling over his. Inside her pussy, he felt dozens of tongues and fingers tickling him, quickly taking him to the brink and then beyond.

      Grunting, he came, and Lily opened her mouth, her tongue hanging out of her head and her eyes rolling back.

      Gasping for air, she stood, his spooge leaking from her pussy and coating his belly.

      “I thought you needed that,” Mike pointed out.

      Lily’s eyes focused on him. “In the real world, I’ve already swallowed.” She winked at him, then turned her head to look at his hand. “No offense, but that’s kind of gross.”

      Mike contemplated his dick hand. It was a dreadful, misshapen lump that had been coated in pussy juice and sand. The image became blurry, and the lumpy cock began to separate itself into his fingers, but they were stuck together.

      “Here, can you help me wash it off in—” He turned his gaze back to Lily, but she was gone. Realizing she had left, he fought to wake up, the world around him breaking apart as the Dreamscape fragmented in slow motion. When the ground beneath him broke away, he fell into darkness once more.

      Mike awoke with a start, his eyes focusing on the crack in the plaster. The breeze through the now open window rustled his hair, and he slid out of bed to close it. Gripping the frame with both hands, he started to pull it down when he felt an odd tingling in his gut. It was similar to his danger sense but different, far less ominous. He moved his hands away and stuck his head out the window to look around.

      Without warning, a loud boom washed over the house, causing the walls to shake. The clouds hidden in the night sky above were illuminated from below by a red-and-yellow light, and then the whole house creaked in response to the hot, fierce gust of air that blew over it. The sky went dark, and the wind faded away into the cool air of the night.

      Tink fell out of bed, scrambling for her club.

      “Holy shit,” he whispered, listening to the sounds of dozens of car alarms going off at the same time. Echoes of the rumble bounced back to him from the distant hills, and Abella leaned down from above the roof, her upside-down face grimacing in pain.

      “The sky was on fire!” she yelled, her hands over her ears. “I almost fell off the house! It startled me!”

      “Go check it out,” he told her. “But be careful.” He didn’t dare get his hopes up.

      The gargoyle nodded and took off, vanishing into the sky. Tink joined him at the window, looking outside.

      “Bad witches go boom?” she asked.

      “We’re about to find out.” He yawned. “You know what though? I’m beat. It’s been a busy week, and tomorrow is going to be even busier.”

      “Husband lie down. Tink watch for rock butt.” She shooed him to the bed, then planted a kiss on his forehead, her nose wrinkling. “Husband stink like demon. Need bath.”

      “I’ll take one tomorrow.” Yawning again, he lay on his side, the goblin keeping watch until sleep came for him. This time, there was no Dreamscape or eerie visions.

      Just peaceful darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Mike stepped out of the front door of the house, a cup of coffee in one hand and a book about Irish mythology in the other. He walked over to the porch swing and sat, placing his mug on the new side table he had bought. The yard was a flurry of activity now, with Tink shouting directions at a small group of centaurs, who were hauling off the lumber he had ordered online. They milled about with tools he had ordered them, stepping in and out of the small shed Tink had built, with a portal chewed through it to the greenhouse.

      He tried to read his book, but there was too much going on, so he sat back and watched. It had now been a week since his return to the house, and Tink had been in rare form for several of those days. Many of the handier centaurs had been instructed in the use of power tools and were not only helping to rebuild the house but also using the tools to construct their own dwellings deep in the jungle. Mike had made it a point to check in on them, but they had been entirely too busy for much of a visit. Zel was gone most of the time as well, helping coordinate their efforts.

      Yesterday morning, Tink had shown him a plan for a lumber mill. He had already ordered the necessary parts to get her started, and when they came, the centaurs were going to clear out a swathe of jungle and begin harvesting the wood to build a proper village.

      Beth stepped through the front door in just a long shirt and flip-flops. She placed her hands on the recently repaired railing and took a deep sniff.

      “The new garden smells so nice,” she said, gesturing at the wall of vegetation that now separated them from the sundial. “Has Zel identified all the flowers yet?”

      “Nope.” The garden in the front of the house was new. On the day Zel had slowly ushered the exiled centaurs into the greenhouse, the front yard had expanded like a balloon with a hedge maze that sprouted overnight, the sundial sitting at its center. His front yard was now larger than an acre.

      The backyard was now several acres of garden starting at the fountain and ending at the wrought-iron gate at the back. He had looked up a satellite image of the place and saw that the picture from almost seven years ago somehow agreed, a perfect example of the Mandela effect in action. The inside of the house was still the same, to the best of his knowledge, and Tink bemoaned how much work it was going to take to fix everything, until the centaurs had offered to lend a hand.

      He set his book down on the swing and stood, casting a wistful glance at the empty seat beside him. Cecilia had yet to return, but as of two days ago, he had remained able to produce his own version of the banshee scream. Wherever she was, she was still alive, so he would just have to wait until she came back. He stood next to Beth and leaned forward. “How did it go with the centaurs at the tower?”

      She turned around and leaned her back against the rail, a mischievous grin on her face. “They weren’t super eager to speak with me, but Abella and Ratu got Zel’s dad to relent. When I told them we had defeated the snow queen and wanted to return their missing tribesmen, they were all ears. By the way, that Orion guy? Smoking hot and a huge dick.”

      “Yeah, he is definitely a huge dick.”

      “No, literally. His dick is huge.” She held her hands apart for emphasis. “I was kind of tempted until I saw it. Damn thing would rip me in two.”

      He laughed but stopped when he saw she was serious. “Well, he is also a huge dick. Zel’s former fiancé. Too much drama. So what were the terms?”

      “Yeah, those. Did you know centaurs have way too many laws? In a way, I feel bad for them. They live by all these weird codes and traditions. Anyway, the island is theirs and the tower is ours, but they are supposed to keep guarding the tower from outsiders just in case. They won’t shoot you on sight, but Orion might. Something about cheating at a test of worth or something like that.”

      “Fair.” He walked to the table and picked up his coffee. “And?”

      “Zel is exiled permanently. I tried to fight that, but they weren’t hearing it. I know she’ll say she doesn’t mind, but I don’t know, I kind of get the impression she still wanted a relationship with her dad. Anybody they exile can take a message to the rats in the tower and try to come and live in the greenhouse. The herd will also stop killing their young for minor birth defects, but that’s the choice of the parents. Those children will come and live with the exiles. And…I think that’s about it. In exchange, we returned their missing people and promised not to harass them anymore.”

      “I’m glad we got that sorted.” He thought for several seconds. “Anything else?”

      “Not that I can think of, no. It was a long night but a good one. How about you?”

      Mike sipped his coffee, fighting the grin that threatened to cross his face. He gave in, a sadistic laugh escaping him.

      “It’s all over the news. Someone set off an enormous bomb at the local historical society’s building. The whole building is completely gone, and from what I’ve heard, there isn’t even enough left to identify the survivors by.” He chuckled to himself, then took another sip of his coffee.

      “Oh God.” Beth put her hands to her mouth. “Did…did we get them?”

      “Don’t know. Abella did a flyby this morning with a camera, and we looked at the pictures. It’s simply gone, a giant crater in the ground. According to eyewitness reports, somebody thought they were in the middle of a big meeting or something because the parking lot was full of cars. The explosion itself sent a fireball a hundred feet into the sky and then vanished.” Mike chuckled again. “I’m guessing they went to go check on their resident demon and had no idea they were essentially opening a doorway directly to the sun.”

      “And then Oliver’s world caved in on itself and…what, blipped out of existence?”

      “Don’t know for sure, but Reggie was certain that would be the case. One more opening would cause the whole place to cave in on itself. Oliver couldn’t leave his world, but it’s now been annihilated. So either Oliver ceased to exist, or he’s stuck…somewhere bad, I guess. But if he ever shows his ugly face to you again, you tell us right away.”

      “Of course. But…was anybody hurt?” she asked. “Around the building.”

      “Minimal injuries but nothing serious. It was late at night. Some people now suspect they may have secretly been a terrorist organization, ’cause when they started digging into its members to notify next of kin, a ton of red flags came up. Some of them were living with stolen identities, can you imagine?”

      This got a laugh from Beth. “You did it. You got rid of the society.”

      “Maybe.” He sipped his coffee, his eyes passing over the dark figure by the hedges. Death was sitting on the grass, wiggling his bony toes in between the thick green blades while watching a pair of centaurs carry a stack of lumber between them. As of now, only Mike and Yuki could see him. He had hoped Death would simply disappear after news of the explosion reached Mike, but the spirit still lingered.

      Meaning that somewhere, Amir was still alive. Or his soul was, at least.

      “Well, they shouldn’t be hassling you now…” Her words trailed off when a dark figure appeared near the entry, walking cautiously between the lions, hands held up in peace.

      “I got this.” Mike walked around Beth, the activity in the yard coming to a halt. He set his coffee on the end of the railing and moved with confidence, feeling the magic awaken inside him just a little. The lions turned their heads to watch the newcomer, just waiting to sense hostile magic and spring into action.

      The hooded figure stopped, gazing across the yard with apprehension. It took Mike much longer to reach her than it would have a week ago, and when he came near, the figure drew back its hood.

      “Elizabeth, right?” Mike’s tone was cold, his voice carrying extra strength.

      “Mr. Radley.” She looked across the yard, her eyes wide as she saw the centaurs lift up spears and bows that they had set nearby.

      “Can I help you?” he asked, letting just a bit of Cecilia’s magic through. His voice sounded like a whisper that had been pumped through an amplifier, and she flinched.

      “I…it was my turn to keep watch last night. Ever since what happened to my daughter, they told me I was too involved, that I couldn’t be trusted on my own. But after what happened here, they had no choice. Your fox demon hurt so many of us that we were forced to regroup, to reevaluate. As a result, it was my turn to watch you.”

      “And?”

      “I wasn’t there when it happened, but…how?” Her voice became a hiss. “How did you…it doesn’t make sense. You couldn’t have done all that, but I…you destroyed everything we’ve worked so hard for, killed people who have survived several centuries, lived through wars and plagues and…I just don’t understand.”

      “If you’re asking if that was me, then yes. Yes, it was.” He crossed his arms. “I didn’t want to, but I had to, and I would do it again.”

      “You’ve taken so much from me, I…” She dropped her gaze. “Look. I don’t wish to cross your path again, but I must know something before I go. Will I ever see my daughter again?”

      “No, you won’t.” His voice softened. “For what it’s worth, it really was self-defense. I never wanted any of this, but she tried to kill me. If you all had quit coming here and trying to take my home, you would all still be alive. I recommend that you find a way to move on, to let it go. I promise that no good will come from harassing me or my family ever again.”

      “I just don’t get how you became so powerful so fast. In all my centuries, I have never seen such a meteoric rise in strength.”

      “I’m not the one who is strong.” Just as he said the words, Abella landed next to him, clutching at the cobblestones with her talons to steady herself. Tink ran up to the right of Mike, a hammer in one hand and a screwdriver in the other. Rats with spears stepped from the shadows, surrounding the group, and a quartet of fairies circled above him like a crown of light.

      Off to the side of the garden, the motionless Jabberwock finally lifted its massive head and yawned, fixing its gaze on Elizabeth. Its jaws snapped together like a steel trap, the sound similar to a pair of cars colliding. It wore the remains of the iron golem as a helmet, hammered out in places by Tink and then strapped to its head, making it look like a giant armored steed.

      “Together, we are strong. We found each other and never plan on letting go.” He gazed deeply into her eyes, seeing her fear manifest. “That’s the real secret of the house, and it’s one I don’t think you could ever understand.”

      Elizabeth backed down the walkway, an expression of cold rage on her face. She passed between the lions and then walked along the sidewalk and out of view. A few moments later, the sound of a car door slamming was followed by screeching rubber. Mike relaxed and turned around to see that everybody had gone back to what they’d been doing. Abella landed on the roof and picked up her tablet, resuming whatever show she had been watching, and Tink was berating a centaur with multiple expletives for dropping a load of wood. The centaur rolled his eyes but took it in stride, throwing Mike a wink when their eyes met.

      Mike smiled and walked to the sundial to give it another twist. Since he was out here, he may as well reset it. Looking at everybody scattered across the lawn, he wondered what would come next. With the society gone, he was no longer confined to the house, and with Reggie’s help, he could go anywhere in the world in a matter of minutes.

      Then again, why leave when everything that mattered to him was right here? Turning his head, he saw the dark figure contemplating a blade of grass, his bony fingers bending it down until it popped free and stood back up.

      After walking to the edge of the yard, Mike put his hands on his hips and stared at Death. “Hey.”

      Death looked up at Mike, his visage buried in the shadows of his hood.

      “Yuki tells me you technically can’t collect any soul other than Amir’s. Is this true?”

      Death nodded.

      “Which means you’re just stuck here with nothing to do. Is that correct?”

      Again, a nod.

      “Is Amir dead?”

      This time, the hooded figure shook his head.

      “So…” Mike looked over his shoulder at the house. He had a feeling, deep in his gut, that was different from the ice-cold grip of danger. It was warm, like a campfire on a cold night. “If you’re just going to hang around anyway, would you like to come inside? Might be a little less boring for you.”

      Death paused at this, then slowly rose, towering over Mike at nearly seven feet tall. He swept back his hood to reveal a bare skull with a fearsome visage, tiny red-and-yellow fires buried deep within his impossibly dark eye sockets. The scythe came up too, and Death smacked the butt of it on the ground, causing the blade to swing down and lock into place.

      “Mike Radley, I thought you’d never ask,” Death replied in a whisper, with a slight British accent. They walked back up the stairs to where Beth was waiting, and Mike stopped long enough to grab his coffee and his book.

      “Who were you talking to?” Beth asked.

      Mike held back a laugh. “Here, come inside and I’ll tell you about our latest guest.”
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      Last, but most important, I thank you, the reader. I hope you’ve enjoyed this tale and that you are eager to tell all your friends and family about it! (Or, at the least, leave it a review)

      
        
        “It takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!” - Lewis Carrol

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Cecilia opened her eyes and made a face. She had drifted off again, something which should have been impossible for her to do. Banshees didn’t sleep; therefore she shouldn’t dream.

      Regardless, she was now doing both. She struggled to reconcile what she was seeing in her dreams. Often it was just a blur of activity and colors. She couldn’t see like other creatures could—her sight was based on spiritual energy and souls. Gazing into a crowd of people would be like staring into a roaring fire made of many colors, but the finest art in the world would appear as nothing.

      These dreams sometimes had her standing out in the water as she gazed longingly at a tiny island in the distance. She could sense her beloved on its shores, wandering and waiting. The few times she had attempted to cross, the waves had gobbled her up and she would find herself here once more.

      Movement outside her cage drew her attention and she sat up. A tall figure moved to the edge of the gilded bars and shook her head in disappointment.

      “Are you ready to give up on the mortal, yet?” The woman standing before her had beautiful golden hair that draped between enormous wings that laid flat behind her like a cloak. Her golden eyes sparkled with ferocity and power, but there was also a hidden kindness to them.

      “No, Your Majesty.” Cecilia bowed her head. “I have no intention of breaking my ties with him.”

      The Queen of the Fae shook her head in disappointment. “You disappoint me so. The years ahead will be long, and you should know that he will never come looking for you.”

      “I hope he doesn’t.” Cecilia’s voice hitched in her chest. “Because I know you would hurt him for what we have done.”

      The Fairy Queen nodded. “That’s right. One way or another, this will pass, my child.” The queen turned away from the cage and walked over to her nearby throne. “But on the odd chance he does arrive, I’ll make sure to be nearby to greet him.”
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      When the magical furnace in Santa’s Workshop goes on the fritz, Holly the elf is sent to retrieve the only creature who can fix it, a very naughty goblin named Tink.

      

      She really hopes it goes better than last time, because naughtiness does strange things to santa’s elves... (A Horny Monsters short)
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