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 Chapter 1-1 
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   S treet lights flickered on just as I closed the apartment building door behind me with a gentle click. Walking was a laborious task now that I required a cane to do so, but I still relished the open air and the escape from the drab interior of my studio apartment. 
 
    Ah, that fresh city air, I almost chuckled to myself. Truth be told, though, I had grown fond of the smell of diesel and gasoline. These walks were a holy respite and a sacred release from the stresses that had built up in my life. The sonorous bellow of traffic entered my ears as a strong gale forced me to reconsider my first step, but soon my feet had found their stride and my pace quickened, limping with purpose and confidence in the direction of the park. 
 
    But something was different about me today. I felt my hands tingling several times throughout the day, almost vibrating with a strange sensation—a surge. It was like a charge of electricity was always there, buzzing just beneath my skin. Not overtly uncomfortable, but certainly weird. 
 
    And then, as I felt that surge growing, as I felt the air grow thick and cold, for a split second I saw glowing green cracks all around me, making me jump and rub my eyes in response, but by the time I opened them again, the cracks were gone. 
 
    “Great,” I groaned. “Now I’m seeing shit, too.” 
 
    I'd hoped it wasn't something I'd need to report to my doctor. I'd spent plenty of time in front of white-coated men these last six months—enough to last me for a while. Just as I began thinking about sterilized white lab jackets in sterilized white hospital rooms, a voice rang out from across the street. 
 
    “Liam!” it shouted. The voice was feminine, but I was hesitant to acknowledge its source at first. “Liam Elloway!” the voice persisted, this time loud enough that I couldn't pretend not to hear it without looking like a certified asshole. My head reluctantly turned toward the figure on the other side of the road, and I sighed through the mask of a polite smile as my classmate—and close friend—crossed the street to speak with me. 
 
    “Hey, Chelsea,” I said, faking enthusiasm with the best of them. Through a tight grin, I beamed at her and said, “Crazy to run into you!” I adored my classmate, actually, but having my brief respite interrupted was a nuisance I hadn't been counting on. Still, I couldn’t hold it against her of all people. 
 
    “Not really,” she said, “I was on my way to your apartment, remember?” She eyed me expectantly, now only a few feet from where I stood. 
 
    I palmed my face. I'd forgotten. “Shit, sorry about that,” I replied in embarrassment. “I totally forgot! You need the books!” 
 
    Chelsea and I didn't initially think of one another as good friends, but we had been reliable 'book buddies' since the middle of freshman year. The cost of the textbooks at school was nearly prohibitive for both of us, so since we had the same major and we knew each other from high school, we shared books for most of our classes. I bought books for half of the courses, and Chelsea bought the other half, and we'd trade a few times a week to do our readings, usually after class. But there was a test tomorrow in Physics II, and Chelsea needed her book returned to prepare for it. 
 
    “It's totally fine. I'm not in a huge hurry,” she said, finger quotes flailing at the word ‘huge’, “but I don’t have all night.” She smiled as she finally caught her breath. “Were you headed somewhere?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not really. I just felt like going for a walk. I think I'm all finished studying for the test, so I needed a break.” 
 
    Chelsea's constant smile had already started to break through my bad mood. “How about I walk with you for a bit? Would that be okay?” she suggested. I could smell spearmint on her breath—chewing gum that she perhaps recently spit out or swallowed. She stood so close to me that nearly all my senses could take her in. It brought back a flood of recent memories that I quickly buried to avoid flustering myself, but I felt my cheeks burn hot nonetheless. 
 
    A part of me still needed human connection after all, and Chelsea had a record of providing that for me—to say the least. The smile I returned to her was more genuine than what I originally wore upon seeing her crossing the street toward me. “Sure. Yeah, I think I could use some company.” At least I wouldn't be alone with my thoughts. That was rarely good. 
 
    The park wasn't far. We crossed two crosswalks and walked three blocks to wind up there, and being a bit late in the evening, it wasn't all that busy, either. There was far more to smell and hear than there was to see after the darkness of dusk had settled itself. The lights were on in the park, but their eminence only extended so far, mostly serving to line the walking path and a paved bike trail. I felt more at peace here than in my own room. We made our way to a bench where I liked to sit, though I was usually alone when I did so. 
 
    As we seated ourselves, I turned my head over to Chelsea. She had dirty blond hair done up in a high ponytail emerging from a hot pink scrunchy with a white floral pattern. Her eyebrows were dark but well-groomed and sculpted, and she had bright, expressive eyes that I'd always found very appealing. Her midriff-bearing t-shirt and form-fitting yoga pants betrayed a very athletic physique, even showcasing a modest six-pack. Chelsea was on the track team and spent a lot of time at the gym. I longed for the days when going to the gym was an option for me, back before the accident. 
 
    …Before the accident. Dark thoughts crept back, but I managed to dismiss them. The task was made easier with a friend being there. 
 
    We sat in silence for a moment longer than was probably comfortable for Chelsea. Eventually, I had to say something to ease the tension. 
 
    “How are you keeping up with your other classes?” I asked, casually brushing loose strands of hair out of her face, blown there by a restless wind. She reacted warmly to my familiar touch. 
 
    “Honestly, it could be better, but I won't get anything below a B this semester, I think.” 
 
    “You could do worse,” I agreed. 
 
    “D's get degrees!” Chelsea said. She punctuated her remark with an adorably toothy grin. 
 
    “So, you ready to graduate?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed with a smirk. “Oh hell yes,” Chelsea answered. “So close.” 
 
    “Yeah, so close to… grad school?” I said with a prodding chuckle as I leaned forward to better see her reaction. 
 
    “Fuck, don't you dare remind me. Even after I graduate, I've got two more years of this shit.” She eyed me cautiously and leaned in a bit. “How about you? What's your plan?” She looked almost nervous to ask. 
 
    My mind almost went retreating back to places that it shouldn't. It almost went back to the accident. It destroyed my plans. Now I had no plans. Nothing. 
 
    “I honestly don't know,” I said. “I guess some… insurance money will be coming my way eventually,” I continued with a gulp. 
 
    “Shit, Liam, I didn't mean to bring that up.” She twirled a loose strand of hair around her finger and gritted her teeth, pressing her shoulder against mine. 
 
    “Honestly, the one thing I hate more than the topic coming up is people weaseling around it, so don't worry about it,” I replied. And it was true. It stung to think about, but not as much as it hurt to avoid and ignore completely. I hated being treated like a field of landmines. The danger in thinking about it, though, was that it was a dark, depressing rabbit hole that I wasn't always able to escape on my own. 
 
    “Can I ask something about it?” she ventured. “It's totally cool if you don't want me to.” 
 
    “Spit it out,” I said, shifting my head skyward. The stars were starting to come out. Well, the few that could be seen despite the light pollution of the city, anyway. I always relaxed a little at the sight of the night sky. Somehow it just felt like home. Even after the death of my family, that much remained true. 
 
    “The way I heard it from the paper, it's kind of crazy you survived, isn't it?” she queried, chewing on a loose strand of hair, staring at the sky. Shit, she was really getting right into it. The persistent attempt at eye contact made me even more uncomfortable. 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted, squirming under her gaze. “The truck collided with my side of the car. I should have been hit the most directly.” Images of blood, bone, and shattered glass flashed in my mind. I bit my lip as my eyes welled up, turning my head to avoid showing my weakness. 
 
    “And yet you got out of it with a few bruises and a broken leg?” 
 
    “A supremely messed up leg, yes,” I said. “It is strange, though.” 
 
    After a pause, Chelsea groaned. “It’s so fucked up that I brought that up. Just forget it. I’m so sorry.” She looked away in embarrassment at her own nosiness. 
 
    I didn’t respond. Before long she joined me in staring up at the stars in silence. We both leaned back against the park bench, her shoulder digging into mine. The sound of crickets chirping began to fill the air around us, slowly drowning out the cacophony of lesser noises such as the underfoot shuffling of grass as passersby did their passing by. With traffic dying out, the smells of the park’s flowers and freshly cut lawn finally overpowered the smell of gasoline. But it was another sense entirely—a sixth sense, for lack of a better term—that caused me to go on alert. My nostrils flared as my skin tightened against my body. Goosebumps. 
 
    “Liam, your eyes are…” Chelsea’s voice trailed off in my head as I focused on the unquestionable feeling that something was off. 
 
    With an inexplicable sense of foreboding and awareness looming down on me, I slowly lowered my head from the starry night sky and scanned the park. Sitting on the opposite side of the bike trail, his dark eyes transfixed on my face, sat a man wearing a black trench coat and an even blacker hood that appeared to extend from whatever he wore beneath the coat. 
 
    I stared back at the man. He continued to watch me, apparently unbothered by his being noticed. This went on for two or three long minutes before Chelsea finally became aware of the situation. 
 
    “Ummm. Should we go?” she said, whispering into my ear anxiously as she nudged me into action. 
 
    I wordlessly moved to stand. Chelsea put an arm around me, instinctively helping me to my feet as I leaned on my cane. As we walked off, the man in the trench coat finally deigned to smile and nod at our departure, as though we'd just had a pleasant chat. 
 
    “How did you do that thing with your eyes?” Chelsea said when we had reached the intersection again. A car zoomed by just as we were about to step into the crosswalk, causing Chelsea to grab me by the elbow and shout a few colorful words at the transgressor. 
 
    “What thing?” I replied. I had no clue what she was talking about. 
 
    “Your eyes went almost completely dilated, and they seemed to—I dunno—glow or something,” she said. “I thought that’s why the guy was looking at you.” 
 
    “Must have been something to do with the park lights reflecting in my eyes,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    In retrospect, that was far from the oddest thing Chelsea would see me do that night. 
 
   

 

 Chapter 1-2 
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   T he mood shifted upon arriving back at the apartment building. I tensed up a bit, awkwardly recalling the evening I had shared with Chelsea in my room several weeks prior. A lot had happened since then, but that was the last time she had been here. When I looked over at her, I was confident from the flustered look on her face that she was thinking about it as well. We stepped into the tight elevator together, our bodies somehow ending up closer to one another than they needed to be. 
 
    “No tequila this time, okay?” she said with a sly but shy wink. 
 
    I hadn't expected her to broach the subject, albeit indirectly. I laughed a deep, genuine laugh, which relaxed me somewhat, even beyond the tension of the situation. The therapeutic laugh paid its dividends toward the rough night of stocking shelves that I still expected. 
 
    “We finished up all my booze last time, anyway.” 
 
    “Right, I remember now,” she said, blinking fast, staring straight ahead now like she was walking through Customs at the airport. 
 
    I felt invigorated to see her so hot and bothered at the memory of our tryst. I positioned myself facing her but still left her a bit of space. “Remember anything else about that night?” I said, cocking a risky eyebrow. 
 
    She looked at the ceiling innocently. “In related news, you'll be glad to know I finally got my period last Friday.” Her eyes met mine for the briefest moment, and then they wandered back to the elevator door. 
 
    Ding. 
 
    “So… that textbook,” I said. 
 
    “Yep, that textbook,” Chelsea echoed with a nod. 
 
    “Good ol' textbook,” I added. 
 
    “Absolutely. Good ol', deeply satisfying textbook that we should do again sometime,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “What?” I sniggered in surprise. 
 
    “What?” Chelsea mimicked me, batting her eyelashes innocently and flashing a cute grin. 
 
    As we stepped out of the elevator and walked the length of the hallway toward my room, the lights flickered and died without so much as a warning. 
 
    “Well, that's shitty,” I said, taking out my phone and turning on the flashlight function. “First time that's happened this year.” 
 
    “That's scary! Could've happened in the elevator,” Chelsea noted. “What would we have done then?” she said in mock horror. 
 
    “I feel like I might know the answer to that question,” I chuckled, resting a hand just above her athletic ass. Chelsea's cheeks flushed at the remark, and she bit her lip, but she didn’t flinch at my touch. 
 
    I withdrew my hand fast, though, and I toggled on the flashlight function on my phone and fumbled with the keys in my pocket, clumsily unlocking the door to my room. Before I could get it open, I noticed a ghoulish green glow emanating from underneath the door, coming from the other side. I jerked back in surprise. 
 
    “What's that light?” Chelsea rasped, clocking it as well. It oozed in an ethereal way out from under the door, writhing and twisting to a disturbing degree. 
 
    “I've got no clue.” I creaked it open with caution. There, on the other side, was the death of my innocence. The room was essentially gone—barely recognizable. The walls on all sides of the room's interior were split and fractured, and deep cracks that shed eerie emerald light were everywhere, on all surfaces, with the worst and densest ones on the ceiling. One crack was more than two feet wide—wide enough that ‘crack’ was not the right term for it. From that fissure protruded black inky tendrils that grasped and groped at the air with a desperate longing for… something. 
 
    When I opened the door, scarcely pushing against the brassy handle, it pounded itself against the wall like the pounding of a bass drum. The freaky tendrils found me quickly and flailed excitedly, as though they'd been looking for me all along, and they shot in my direction. With terror-induced reflexes, I grabbed the door and pulled it shut again harder than I ever had in my life. 
 
    “Sweet Baby Jesus, what was that?!” shouted Chelsea. “Fuckfuckfuckfuck…” 
 
    “Raincheck on the Physics book, yeah?” I growled as I attempted to lock the door, but it was too late. Tendrils had managed to find their way into the cracks of the door as it closed and prevented the lock mechanism from working. The two of us took a few steps back into the darkness as slick black appendages probed the air in pursuit of us. 
 
    But then we saw a light at the end of the hallway. The light in the fire escape was bright… 
 
    …And green. Fuck. 
 
    “Break into another room!” Chelsea squeaked, trying to kick down the door of Mrs. Taylor’s residence. Mrs. Taylor was a kindly old lady from across the hall. I joined her efforts, and the cheap door flung open in time with our synchronized kicks, making me feel like we were super-cops in a police drama. 
 
    We charged into the apartment, my adrenaline surging. My stomach fell to see jade-colored cracks beginning to spread there, too. Damn it, I thought. Was there no way out? 
 
    “Now what's the plan?” Chelsea asked in tears. 
 
    “I don't know! I just did what you told me to do!” I shouted back, whining like a punk. I was scared. Sue me. My leg also throbbed in pain from all the sudden movement, and the tingling in my hands was getting out of control, like a fire burning just beneath the surface of my skin. 
 
    “Okay, let's just… jump out the window!” 
 
    I flashed her a glare like she was insane, but it didn’t take long for me to grasp that there were few better options. We were on the third floor. We'd break our legs, but we could survive. 
 
    Suddenly, I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye. “Oh, Mrs. Taylor! Thank God—” 
 
    But then I got a clear look. It was her, alright, but she was all wrong. Her eyes were an oily black, and tendrils protruded from her throat, ears, and nostrils—and she was missing an arm. She definitely had two arms yesterday, I noted. From the bloody stump, an oily squid-like tentacle was beginning to take shape. A sick gurgling sound came from the woman, but I wasn't sure if it was from Mrs. Taylor or simply a sound the tendrils made on their own. 
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” I shouted, and Chelsea ran toward the window… but couldn't bring herself to leap through it. Her body jerked back toward me, unable to commit to the course of action we both knew was necessary. 
 
    “Liam, hurry!” she said, shaking—clearly stalling herself to build up the courage to take the leap, her hands gripping the window frame. 
 
    As she shouted, though, something thickened in the air. I could feel it—I was the nexus of this atmospheric shift. Judging by the shrill gasp coming from her, Chelsea could see this change occurring in me, too. It started with the calming of my tingling, burning hands. 
 
    I was overtaken by something resembling a natural-born instinct, only there was nothing natural about it. Supernatural, yes, but certainly nothing normal. Nothing human. 
 
    I felt Mrs. Taylor’s tendrils recoil and hesitate as I began radiating my own purple aura. I straightened and took a step toward the possessed woman. My hand extended as though I were about to bless her, and indeed, I placed a palm on her forehead, but no blessing occurred. Instead, the woman exploded with a pop in a sick mess of viscera and blood that painted parts of the room, and me, as red as a freshly-picked tomato. 
 
    Chelsea screamed, her voice as shrill as the screeching of car brakes, but I ignored her. My hands now extended outward, and the green fissures in the walls faded as pulsating black tendrils and stalks receded into them. Within moments, everything was back to normal. The cracks and fissures seemed to self-repair; even the lights turned back on. 
 
    The only thing out of the ordinary was the messy remains of Mrs. Taylor. And me. 
 
    And just like that, I snapped out of whatever trance allowed me to do whatever creepy bullshit I had just done. I turned and looked at Chelsea as if hoping she could provide an answer. God, I must have been a sight, covered in that old lady’s blood and guts. 
 
    My classmate slowly took a step forward as she lit up at what must have been a sign of recognition in my eyes as my original posture returned. “…Liam?” she asked. I’d never seen her look at me like that before—like I wasn’t human... wasn’t even me. “Is that you?” 
 
    I shook my head as though shaking something out of my hair. “Yeah. I think so,” I answered after a moment too long for comfort. 
 
    “What the hell?!” Chelsea uttered in a hushed tone, but before I could answer, she added, “We have to get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    I nodded and turned toward the door, but there was already someone standing there. I paused to take in the new figure, but it wasn’t new at all. “You're the man from the park,” I gasped. The recognition hit me dully at first until I came to a bold and abrupt conclusion. “This is your fault!” I snarled at him. 
 
    The man smiled and lowered his hood, displaying sharp features and cold blue eyes underlined by crow’s feet, indicating that he was probably in his mid-forties. He was smoking a cigarette, just a few feet in front of the hallway’s now re-lit ‘No Smoking in the Building’ sign. “Negative. Nope. Not my fault. But I did know this would happen,” he said. “They came for you,” he continued, pointing at me. “Happy birthday, by the way.” 
 
    

 
   

 

 Chapter 1-3 
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   M y heart felt as though it had stopped beating. First of all, even having spent so much time staring at my calendar day after day, I’d literally forgotten it was my birthday. More than that, though, I had been jolted by the man’s words. They came for me? Was this all my fault? What had I done to bring them here? 
 
    “What do you mean they were here for me?” I almost whispered, barely tempering my frustration and keeping a lid on my own fear. 
 
    The man stepped into the room. He was tall with angular features and a hooked nose. He sported a goatee and looked pretty normal now that his hood was down, but an occult emblem hung around his neck, dangling from a black nylon cord. It was a silvery inverted occult star with an eye in the center. 
 
    “I mean what I said. But you do deserve more of an explanation than that,” he admitted. “After all, you made my job easy and handled the damn thing yourself. But we can’t be here for that.” He nodded sideways toward Chelsea, who'd collapsed onto her knees by the window on the far side of the room. My guts twisted to see her like that. 
 
    I kept my eyes fixed on the stranger and tried to play it cool. “Well, I have to go to work soon and—” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you do. But not the work you think,” the man interrupted. His ominous words gave me pause. After a moment, he continued, already visibly bored. “Liam, let me cut to the chase. It's time to say goodbye.” 
 
    I flinched at the words. “What?” 
 
    “Time to go.” 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    “Elsewhere,” he growled. The man sighed deeply, signaling his irritation. “Liam, say goodbye,” he repeated with severity, lowering his head on the last word as he tilted it toward the pretty college girl quivering in the corner. 
 
    Then something happened to me. An epiphany of sorts. All that I had here was my pain: painful memories, few true friends, and no family. Chelsea counted for something, but one friend—even with benefits—didn’t constitute a life. And to boot, there was very little plan or promise for my future. Nothing mattered. I might as well go. It'd probably be safer for Chelsea anyway. 
 
    “Will she be okay?” I asked, looking at my one true friend. 
 
    “She’ll be safer with you gone, Liam. I promise,” he said. 
 
    I turned my head toward the trembling girl and stared. She stared right back at me, her emotions starting to calm, but a new fear taking her as she realized what I was about to say. I walked over to her and grabbed her by the palms, helping her to her feet and attempting to throw my arms around her in a hug, but she recoiled. 
 
    “Oh God, you’re so gooey,” she groaned. 
 
    I had forgotten about the blood and guts. “Chelsea, it looks like I have to go.” 
 
    She shook her head. “When will you be back, though?” 
 
    I looked over at the man at the door for the answer, but he just tightened his lips and shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But I think you can agree, it’s not worth it for me to stick around if this is going to be my new life.” 
 
    She didn’t react but chewed her lip and teared up as she stared me in the eyes. 
 
    “Goodbye, Liam,” she said, forcing a smile. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you, too,” I admitted, looking down at her feet. 
 
    She sniffled and emitted a single loud sob. “Can I have your textbooks, then?” 
 
    I had to laugh. Even the man in the corner let out a chuckle. “Sure,” I said. “Help yourself.” 
 
    I turned around to find the mystery man walking straight up to me. I faced him, and a flash of green light burst from his extended, completely washing over my body. I raised my arm to cover my eyes from the blinding emission, but almost as soon as my arms reached my face, the light had dimmed to nothing. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I soaked in the sights of an entirely different sort of terrain. I stood, now, side-by-side with the strange man, at the center of some kind of circular symbol, a five-pointed star etched on a stony platform. A pentagram, I knew, mostly from pop culture. This was some kind of magic circle that was surrounded on all sides with stairs leading steeply down the side of a tall structure, a structure which I now stood at the summit of. 
 
    Farther outward from the circle, I could see that there was some sort of ocean or sea, but it was vexing to look at. The way the waves rolled made the water seem weirdly thick and heavy, and it was a sickly green under a deep indigo sky dotted with unfamiliar constellations. The mountains at my back looked straightforward enough. There was sparse vegetation, at least as far as I could see. It was mostly dirt and stone out here, with a few giant crystals protruding from the soil and alien-looking trees with diamond-shaped leaves and red bark that swirled in bizarre patterns around the trunk. 
 
    I looked back at the man, not sure what to say, but I ultimately ventured to ask the first thing that came to my mind. “Where the hell are we?” 
 
    “Almost home,” the man said. “I'm Devon, by the way. Devon Mayberry. Your assigned Rescuer.” He reached a hand out to me. I shook it inattentively as I stared at the alien surroundings, a bit of monster blood smearing on his hands from my grip. He didn’t seem to mind at all. 
 
    “But what is home? What is this place?” 
 
    “A sanctuary. A world hidden between all worlds. Those things can't follow you here. Not easily, anyway.” 
 
    I was at least relieved to hear that. “What were those things, though?” 
 
    “Void Graspers. They really aren't all that bad once you know how to deal with them, but they can be freaky the first time you encounter one.” 
 
    A million questions suddenly flooded my mind, but as I opened my mouth to ask them, a hand fell on my shoulder. 
 
    “All the answers will come in time, I promise. First, let's get you home.” This dude wasn’t going to tell me shit. I grimaced, still frustrated at my own cluelessness. 
 
    “And how do we do that?” I asked. 
 
    “By getting you to cast your first spell, a Waypoint Spell,” Devon said. 
 
    I blinked. “Say what?” 
 
    Devon reached his hands into his pockets and pulled out a small crumpled parchment, a pocket knife, and a gemstone that looked like a ruby. “Prick your finger with the knife, hold the gem in your left hand, and trace the symbol that we're standing on in the air as you recite the words on the parchment,” he explained. “It's not that bad.” 
 
    My jaw hung open as the mechanics were explained, but I followed directions dutifully. I grabbed all the materials, pricked my finger, clutched the gem, traced the symbol, and spoke the words… the best I could. 
 
    “N'glui k'thara ju'dzo kar n'ath!” I approximated, and as I did the stars above me seemed to glow brighter in reply, but nothing else obvious occurred at first. “Is that it?” I asked, disappointed. “Did I blow it?” My finger throbbed from the pain of being sliced open. What a waste. 
 
    And then it happened. As I turned to face Devon, looking for some guidance, I felt my skin tingle. I looked down at my hands and watched my body crumbling into dust that blew away in the breeze right before my eyes. Before I had time to ask if this was what was supposed to happen, I locked eyes with Devon and he spoke. 
 
    “I'll see you there, kid,” he said with a smirk. “Eventually.” 
 
    I rematerialized outside of what could only be described as a campus. It seemed like an oasis in this otherwise inhospitable alien landscape. It was perfectly green and grassy, so dense with grass that it was impossible to make out the color of the soil beneath. There were also several rolling hills, many of them with buildings atop them. Beautiful cherry blossoms and pine trees outlined the perimeter, standing just behind high red brick walls that stood proudly along the edge of the campus boundaries. 
 
    A smattering of short Victorian-style buildings were spread out throughout the campus, linked by stony pathways. The campus itself was quite large but didn't look like it could hold all that many students given the number and size of the buildings. This seemed like a rather small institution, supporting maybe a few hundred students, albeit with a lot of land between them. A single large sign stood at the entrance, displaying the words “Asenath Waite’s Academia Esoterica.” 
 
    “Finally, there you are!” said a beautiful raven-haired young woman in a red dress, which nicely accentuated her slender figure.. She looked to be around my age. She approached from beside one of the trees on the edge of campus at a jog, and I couldn't help but stare blankly at her. I was so overwhelmed with the new surroundings, and now this. “Hi!” the woman said, waving at me aggressively. “I'm Carmilla, your Integration Assistant today! You're Liam, right? Liam Elloway?” 
 
    I could only nod. At least she was cute. 
 
    “Great! Let's get you into the central building and register you. Won't take long,” she said, and to my surprise she grabbed my hand and led me into the campus through a large metal door on one side of the walls. 
 
    I worked up some courage to speak. “Umm, so sorry,” I began. “What the hell is even going on?” 
 
    The girl chuckled. “Devon brought you in, huh?” she guessed. She looked over her shoulder to see me nodding in confirmation. “Thought so. He never takes any time to explain things. He was my Rescuer, too.” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    “When our powers begin to manifest, we always attract attention from the Void Graspers or other Void Things. The Academy sends out Rescuers to find people in those situations and bring them here where they can learn to control their powers and hide from those dark forces,” she explained. “Happy birthday, by the way!” 
 
    “How did you know it’s my birthday?” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” she giggled. “Everyone arrives around their birthday. That’s when powers always manifest to the point where Graspers get involved. Mine’s July 12th. Mark your calendar.” Her grin was intoxicatingly cute. 
 
    “This is weird.” 
 
    “Oh, sweety, it only gets weirder,” she said with an amused sigh as she let go of my hand.  
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   W e stood in front of a building with a wooden sign posted above its door, where the words “Central Office” were etched on a golden plaque. 
 
    Before we entered the building, I had a quick look around. There weren't a lot of people walking by. In fact, at the moment, I could only see the two of us. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked. 
 
    “We've only got like one hundred and twenty students at the academy right now,” she explained. “And it's the middle of the night here, so everyone else is asleep, or the nocturnals like me are out on assignments or in class. But don’t worry, the office is expecting you. Come on.” 
 
    I followed her inside, entirely unsure of what I was getting myself into, but hey, I’d come this far. As I entered the so-called office, I noticed that the building felt more like a house than a workplace. It was charming. There was a brick-laden fireplace on the far wall, and winding staircases led up to the second floor. At the center of the room, though, there was a miserly old man with a stack of paperwork and an unfriendly look on his face sitting at an oaken desk. 
 
    “Is this the new brat?” the man muttered, flipping through papers and folders haphazardly. The top of his head was bald, and he wore perfectly round spectacles with gold frames. Gray hair protruded, unkempt, from the back and sides of his head where he had not yet lost all his hair. He was portly and dressed in an ill-fitting, decades-old corduroy suit with a checkered red and black tie that clashed badly with his other attire. 
 
    “Yes, sir. This is Liam Elloway,” Carmilla said, unfazed by the man's discourteous demeanor. 
 
    “Good, good,” he grunted as he signed a few papers and then handed them over to me. I took them hesitantly but dutifully—like a hot potato. 
 
    I looked over the forms and documents. Not a single mention of money, which was kind of a relief. Mostly they seemed to be related to registering as a student and reserving a dormitory room and supplies such as a uniform and materials for class. I tried to analyze them a bit more, but the man at the counter looked visibly irritated already, so I signed a bit quicker than I probably should have, if only to be done with the curmudgeon as expediently as possible. 
 
    I handed over the papers to Carmilla, and for the first time I had a moment to process the young woman herself while she was looking over them for errors. 
 
    She was probably in her early twenties, like me, and had naturally wavy raven-black hair that hung past her shoulders. She possessed a dainty nose and porcelain white skin that looked as smooth as silk. Her lips were either naturally very red, or she wore some sort of lipstick; I couldn't tell. I would guess lipstick for the color, but it was so seamless that it was a tough call to make. Her impossibly long eyelashes constantly fluttered in excitement—or anxiousness. She wore a long black hooded cloak that hung over a form-fitting red dress with spaghetti straps. The practically painted-on dress betrayed a petite and attractive physique, and she stood half a head shorter than me. She was pretty, excessively so, but I didn't have time to flirt or get flustered, so I kept my mind on the matter at hand. 
 
    Or tried to. Damn, she was cute. No, Chelsea was cute. This chick was in a whole other league. 
 
    “What's next?” I asked, surprised at my own eagerness. Wasn’t I just fighting for my life less than twenty minutes ago? What the hell was even going on? 
 
    “Thanks, Bill,” Carmilla said as she signed and handed the forms back over to the grumpy old codger on the other side of the desk. She turned to me at last, and it felt good to have her gorgeous red eyes on me. Red eyes. Wait, that’s weird, right? 
 
    “You must have so many questions. Let me give you the tour first, and then I'll answer as many of them as I can,” she said, beaming at me with radiating warmth. 
 
    I followed her out the door like a lost pup. The violet sky was dense with stars and not a single one that I could recognize - not that I was much of an astronomer. 
 
    “We're not in Kansas anymore, are we?” I said, pointing at the strange constellations. 
 
    She giggled again. It was a sweet sound. If she could laugh about the strangeness of this place, then maybe one day I could, too. “Damn straight,” she replied, punching my arm. “This is an artificial world between dimensions where the Void Things can't find us.” 
 
    “Sanctuary,” I said, echoing the word I had heard used to describe this place before. “So magic is real?” 
 
    “Yes. And also, kind of,” she said, twirling her index fingers around each other. 
 
    “Explain, please?” 
 
    “Umm, so, there is magic. And we do study it here. That's the magic of the stars and the multiverse. Rituals that tie the cosmos together and link us to the Great Old Ones and the Elder Gods.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty standard,” I said nonchalantly, stifling a laugh at the absurdity of the words I was hearing. 
 
    “The more day-to-day stuff that we use appears to be magic in the, you know, Dungeons & Dragons sense of the word, but it's actually closely connected to advanced alien technology that's millions of years old.” 
 
    I smirked. She defaulted to D&D in explanation of magic, so that got her some points in my book. “So, it's not magic? It's technology?” I said. 
 
    “Basically, it's magic. For all intents and purposes, yeah, it’s just magic,” she said, watching me with a cheeky grin. She clearly relished my confusion. I looked at her with a face that said, “Huh?” and she promptly pressed on. 
 
    “So, have you ever heard it said that technology that is sufficiently advanced is basically indistinguishable from magic?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. I had heard something like that before—a concept popularized by Arthur C. Clarke. 
 
    “It's that. Exactly that.” She took a breath, and I could tell she was about to do the unenviable work of trying to condense something very complicated into a dumbed-down concept for me. “Millions of years ago, an extremely advanced alien race hardcoded their technology into the fabric of the multiverse and seeded its secrets into many worlds. To this day, people like us are born with access to their technology. It's written into our DNA and aligned with our souls,” she explained. “By learning their secrets, we can harness the magic of their science to empower ourselves.” 
 
    I nodded and ground my teeth as I processed the information. I considered my words carefully before speaking, but ultimately all I could manage was, “Okay, I think I get it.” 
 
    Carmilla smiled and breathed a relieved sigh. “Oh, thank hell, because that's about the best I can do.” 
 
    “So, what's next?” We had been walking around the perimeter of the school, but she hadn't pointed anything out. I was a bit confused. The campus wasn't huge, maybe the size of eight football fields lined up in two rows of four. There was a ton of open space for the population of the school, and some peculiarities like a circle of standing stones, a miniature forest, and what looked like a small stadium with a play area about the size of a basketball court. There was also a beautiful pond between the stadium and the forest. Most of the buildings were ornate Victorian structures made of wood with stone foundations. Stony walking paths led from one building or section of the campus to another. One building, however, literally towered over the others. “What's that?” 
 
    “Umm, okay, let me try to explain everything super quick. There's a bunch of buildings, as you can see. Most of them are just the places where you'll have various classes. It'll be easy to find because they have names on them. But that tall building is the student and teacher dormitory. Everyone lives, eats, and sleeps there.” 
 
    “Is that where we're headed?” I asked. 
 
    “We've still got shit to do, actually,” she said. She had a habit of nervously watching my reaction to everything she said. Each time she flashed a look of relief when I didn't react with irritation. Must be some assholes on this campus for her to react like that all the time. 
 
    “Oh, okay.” I wasn't even tired, so ‘shit to do’ was fine by me. Not long ago I had expected to be on my way to an overnight shift moving boxes and stocking shelves, so a pleasant walk around a lovely little campus was fine by me. But my leg was throbbing. 
 
    Carmilla seemed to notice my increasingly pronounced limp and reliance on my cane. “But why don't we wrap this up soon so we can take a rest. Things are about to get real,” she said excitedly. 
 
    “Real how?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “You'll see.” She gestured toward the standing stones, and we promptly made our way over to them. “These stones serve many purposes, but one of their most useful powers is in identifying a person's aptitude and potential for the primary schools of magic.” 
 
    “I thought I was going to go to this school?” I asked, scratching my head. 
 
    “No, not like that. Schools, like, areas of focus. Similar to schools of thought, but they’re types of magic.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Carmilla cleared her throat and tried to sound very proper and scholarly. “Each of the eight stones is tuned to the energies of a specific type of magic,” she began. “And-” 
 
    “This magic isn't really magic, though, right? It's the alien stuff you said before.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Got it. Continue.” 
 
    “Eh hem, okay. So, each stone is tuned to a particular frequency of magic,” she performed exaggerated air quotes over the word ‘magic’ and gave me a wink. It almost made me laugh because she struggled to keep one eye open as she closed the other. It looked like she just bit a lemon as one corner of her lip turned upward, flashing a tooth that I noticed was uncharacteristically sharp. “But again, and I must stress, while at some point it may have been scientific in origin, to us it's just magic.” 
 
    I nodded. I could feel myself sweating, suddenly aware of how close she was standing to me, and her hand brushed mine as she took a step back, perhaps noticing my tension. 
 
    Carmilla continued. “Anyway, when you touch a stone, it will glow with a certain intensity if you happen to be holding a focus.” 
 
    “What's a focus?” 
 
    “Like, a wand, or a staff, or a magic rock or gem.” 
 
    I pulled the red gem out of my pocket that Devon had given me. “Is this a focus?” 
 
    “Yesss!” she said, clapping her hands. “So you'll hold that bad boy and walk around slowly, touching each stone. Each stone will glow, some more than others. The one that glows brightest will be your primary school of focus.” 
 
    “The subject I study the most? Like my major?” I asked. 
 
    “Your Affinity. Precisely,” Carmilla nodded. “Now, do the, uh, thing I said.” She gestured to the stones. 
 
    I gripped the ruby in my hand and walked up to the first stone. There was some kind of wording carved into it, but the markings were beyond me. My hand rested upon the standing stone and a faint pink light emanated from it. Barely anything. I sighed. 
 
    “Not going to be very good with enchantment magic, I'm afraid,” Carmilla said, tutting as she shook her head. “But that's my area of expertise, so I'll have your back there.” 
 
    I nodded and touched the second stone. A cyan light emanated from it, a bit stronger, maybe, but still underwhelming. Still hardly lit at all. I started to see where this was headed and felt my muscles tensing. 
 
    “That's illusion magic. It's okay. It'll probably be brighter on the next one.” 
 
    Slowly I worked my hand around the entire circle of standing stones. Each one let off only the dimmest of lights. In some cases, as it was with divination, the light wasn’t visible at all. I felt more and more nervous and awkward with each touch. 
 
    Enchantment, Illusion, Divination, Elementalism, Conjuration, Summoning, Transmutation. All the stones had barely responded to my touch, and now there was only one left. 
 
    I felt her gaze on me, and my face seared red with humiliation. What a waste of time it was for me to be here, embarrassing myself in front of her. Apparently, I had almost no potential as a magic-user. My stay here would likely be short. I found myself disappointed. I hadn’t even realized until now how much I’d gotten my hopes up, but the prospect of having magic taken away from me just as I was realizing it existed--it was torture. 
 
    But Carmilla's facial expression went from awkward and nervous to excited as I approached the last stone. She put a hand above her eye, ready to shield it. 
 
    “I think I know what's about to happen,” she said. 
 
    “What?” I asked, almost whimpering. 
 
    “Just touch the last stone, dummy,” she chuckled. 
 
    I did as she commanded. My hand found the smooth surface of the final standing stone, and the moment the tip of my finger so much as grazed it, a blinding white light exploded outward, forcing me to cover my eyes in surprise. When I dared to open them again, it was almost as if night had turned to day, so bright the area around me was. 
 
    “Necromancy,” she said. “You're a necromancer.” She looked proud and a little bit intimidated. 
 
    I took my hand off of the stone, and the night returned. It took my eyes a moment to adjust. 
 
    “Was that normal?” I asked. It didn’t seem normal. 
 
    “Never seen it that bright. But then, I had heard from the Headmistress you were going to be really powerful, so when the rest of the stones were so, uh, dim, I knew that last one was going to be huge.” 
 
    “So I'm a necromancer? That's death magic, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, and it's super rare to have that as your most powerful school of magic, too. It's also very rare to be so weak in the others,” she said. Seeing my face twitch at the comment, she added, “But don't worry, you more than make up for it. I've never seen anything like that little light show!” 
 
    I looked at my hand and the ruby I still clutched as though it would tell me some critical secret about myself. “Now what?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, in the morning, you'll meet the Headmistress. And after that, I'll help you summon your familiar.” 
 
    “My familiar?” 
 
    “Yeah, it's like a magical pet that follows you for your whole life and becomes stronger with you,” she said. 
 
    “I'm familiar with the concept,” I said. 
 
    “Pun intended?” 
 
    “No, actually.” 
 
    Carmilla laughed a high, endearingly sweet laugh that made me smile. She seemed so bubbly for a sorceress wielding alien magic. 
 
    “In any case,” she continued, “Now I'd better get you to your dormitory, and we can both get some rest. Tomorrow your orientation will continue.” 
 
    “Roger that,” I said, and I followed her to the tall white building we had discussed earlier. The exterior was framed with baroque double doors, and balconies extended from a dozen rooms on each floor. Every balcony had a unique gargoyle perched on the rail, looking outward at the rest of the campus. The doors swung open automatically upon our approach, and we walked inside. 
 
    Wordlessly, a woman sitting at the front desk passed a key to Carmilla, who passed it on to me. “Room 704. 4th room on the 7th floor,” Carmilla said, grinning at me. 
 
    We walked over to an elevator and out of the lobby, which was comfortably furnished with antique sofas with wooden feet and glass-faced coffee tables. The elevator was larger than the one at my old apartment building, and also more old-fashioned, closing with an iron gate rather than solid metal doors. The thought of my old apartment made me think of the life I'd left behind. The feeling that came suddenly wasn’t sadness, though, but concern. 
 
    “What about my friend, Chelsea? She was with me when Devon took me.” 
 
    “She'll be fine. She'll forget everything, thanks to Devon's magic, and go on with her life as though nothing happened.” 
 
    “And I have class there in the morning. How can I balance my life here and back home?” I asked. 
 
    Carmilla's lip quivered at the answer she knew she'd have to give. “Oh, honey, you're not going back. That life is dead to you.” 
 
    Of course, I already knew that on some level, having heard Devon say something similar, but it was brutal to have it spelled out for me again in even less uncertain terms. I looked up at the ceiling of the elevator as I fought back tears. The overwhelming complexity of the situation was too much for anyone. I remembered reading an article about the different chemical structures of tears in Anatomy class. Tears of pain. Tears of strong emotions. Tears of change. They all looked different under a microscope. I figured these were the latter kind of tears. Too much was changing too fast, even if it was exciting. It was so much to take in. 
 
    Carmilla, bless her heart, pretended not to notice. 
 
    The musty wooden elevator dinged its farewell as the gates pulled open. I wiped my eyes on my sleeve and followed Carmilla to my new room. 
 
    “Oh, do I have a roommate?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep, I'm your roommate,” she said with a mischievous grin and her trademark shitty wink.  
 
    I felt my eyes jerk open in alarm. Carmilla laughed at my reaction. “I'm kidding, no, you don't have a roommate, but if you get lonely or need some help, I'm happy to swing by. I'm responsible for your adjustment, so just let me know.” 
 
    I nodded. The words were innocent enough, but I did sense a degree of mutual attraction between us. I might be reading into it, but she seemed to find a lot of excuses to brush up against me or grab my arm—it had happened at least three times since entering the dormitory alone. I would shelve those thoughts for later, though. For the moment, all I could do was nod, her face only a breath away. 
 
    She reached out a hand, and I took it. We shook hands, and I bid her farewell. 
 
    “Get some rest and I'll come pick you up for breakfast in a few hours, okay?” she said. “After that, we'll meet with the Headmistress.” Carmilla walked off with a smile and a wave, and I couldn't help myself but watch her sexy, slinky figure disappear into the elevator. 
 
    I put my key to the door and unlocked it. It swung open on its own, but before I could even get a sense of the room, I beheld a tall robed figure staring out the window on the balcony door, opposite me. 
 
    “I'm afraid I couldn't wait, Mr. Elloway. I hope you'll forgive my eagerness.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-5 
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   T he door slammed shut behind me, and the figure ahead turned to face me. The woman bore a fierce countenance, a wicked face made all the more distinguished and impressive by marks of her age. Her hair was silver, and her skin wrinkled, but she carried herself with great strength and energy. 
 
    The gaze she cast toward me was one of savage curiosity. She sized me up and seemed to grunt in dissatisfaction when she noticed my cane. 
 
    “Mr. Elloway, please take a seat.” 
 
    A chair appeared directly behind me and shoved itself into the back of my legs. My knees buckled, and I fell backward into it with a surprised grunt. The woman remained standing. 
 
    “Who—” 
 
    “You will answer when asked. Understood?” she commanded brusquely. 
 
    I nodded. My skin crawled with goosebumps as I sat submissively before the strange and imposing woman. 
 
    “I am Headmistress Eliza Waite, the head of this institution. Firstly, I offer you my sincere welcome.” 
 
    I wasn't sure if I was supposed to respond, but when she paused, I decided the safest thing to do was to say, “Thank you, Headmistress.” 
 
    “Very well. It came to my attention, as it no doubt came to the entire school's attention with your flashbang display at the Standing Stones earlier, that you are to be a necromancer, Liam. Do I need to explain to you how rare this is?” she asked, her eyes piercing through me. 
 
    Carmilla had already made that much clear to me. I shook my head, but had trouble meeting her gaze. She answered anyway. “So rare is it that we do not have many classes taught in Necromancy, and the only teacher on campus suited for such a student as you would be me,” she explained. Her eyes continued to size me up, relentlessly measuring and judging. 
 
    “So you will teach most of my classes?” 
 
    “I will tutor you myself. You will not have much need to take part in many other classes. I can tell just from the smell of you that you lack the gifts of any other Affinity, but I won't let a power such as yours in such a rare school of magic go to waste.” 
 
    I almost quaked at the thought of this severe and harsh woman, the Headmistress of Esoterica herself, no less, being in charge of all my coursework. 
 
    “May I know how other courses work here?” I asked. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me but answered plainly. “At the start of each month, professors announce the topics and times of their lectures in advance. Students can choose to attend or not attend any number of lectures. There are no grades. Many students choose to spend most of their time in the library or out on assignments rather than in lectures.” 
 
    “How does graduation work?” I asked. It was an interesting system that she had just laid out, but I didn’t quite get it. Optional classes? Was this some kind of hippy school? 
 
    “There is no graduation. After a year, you can request to be tested. If you can repel an assault of Void Graspers or other Void Things in your homeworld, you will be allowed to come and go freely. Your first course with me, however, will begin next week. You have the weekend to prepare. Here,” she said, and with a flick of her wrist, the bookshelves above my bed filled with dozens of tomes of magic, primarily concerned with Necromancy, no doubt. “My first test of you will be to see what you are capable of teaching yourself from these books.” 
 
    “Yes, Headmistress,” I said sheepishly. I bowed my head in deference instinctively. 
 
    She looked once again at my cane. “Let us treat this weakness of yours, shall we?” I had no time to respond, though I resented her words. My wooden cane flew into her hands, and the ruby from my pocket shot toward her as well, stopping inches from her chest where it floated in the air. “Yes, what can we do about this deformity?” she mused. 
 
    The cane twisted and quivered in the air in front of her, morphing and changing into a new, more regal shape. The ruby collided with the handle and it writhed and clicked against it until it was integrated into the hilt of the cane. 
 
    “Now, this is an appropriate focus for a young necromancer,” Headmistress Waite said with a smirk. “This will serve you well.” She tossed it back at me. I fumbled to catch it but just managed to avoid letting it hit the ground. As I held it in my hands, the aching in my leg seemed to dull considerably. 
 
    Her cold eyes finally grew bored of me. Without a word, a shroud of black smoke suddenly appeared, concealing her in one instant and vanishing along with her in the next. 
 
    “I'll see you soon, necromancer,” I heard her voice rasp in my mind as she faded away. 
 
    I tried to rest. I honestly did my best. But there was absolutely nothing about the situation that was conducive to sleep. I should’ve been back home working the night shift by then. And with all the excitement, adrenaline, mystery, and change that had happened in the last few hours, I somewhat doubted that I would ever be in the mood to sleep again. This was a new opportunity. This was a chance to leave behind the scars of my past, an escape from constant reminders of my loss, and an incredible distraction from my grief. A nap seemed utterly irresponsible given the opportunity I had in front of me, even if I had only just begun to understand it. 
 
    It may sound cheesy, but growing up, I had enjoyed reading Harry Potter, like so many other kids. But I often complained that Harry, having grown up in a world without magic, didn’t have a realistic appreciation for the situation he found himself in when he suddenly learned the truth of his origin. If I were Harry Potter, I would have been more like Hermione, spending hour after hour learning everything I could about magic. The fact that in book seven, Harry still heavily depended on Expelliarmus made my eyes roll. I wouldn’t make the same mistakes. 
 
    I sat cross-legged on my bed, eyes transfixed on the books on the wall-mounted shelf beside me. My fingers grazed the rough leather bindings of the tomes as I studied their names. 
 
    Life Force Manipulation. Necromantic Summoning. Contacting Spirits of the Dead. Golems, Ravens, and Servants of Death. Reaping Souls. Introduction to Necromancy. 
 
    That last one. That's where I should start, I thought. 
 
    I pulled the book off the shelf and began reading. The book was about forty percent theory and sixty percent practice. A massive chunk of the book was spells, rituals, charms and talismans, etc., but the first hundred pages were dense with expository essays on various topics. I knew I’d have to work through that, but first I wanted to try to cast something, anything. I wanted to impress my charming Integration Assistant when she came back to take me out for breakfast. After all, impressing hot girls was one of the most powerful motivators out there. 
 
    I flipped through the pages until I settled on a section called “Necromantic Spells for Beginners.” Oh yeah, this would do nicely. 
 
    I read aloud the titles of some of the spells as I scanned over them: “Lesser Life Drain, Lesser Essence Drain, Lesser Aura Shift, Wood to Bone…” 
 
    Hold the phone. Wood to Bone? That sounded badass and weird enough. 
 
    I gripped my cane and waved it in a sort of S-shaped motion, as close to the diagram in the book as what I could manage, and I uttered the incantation: “Mng'bu vir N'yara phi!” To complete the spell, I tapped my bookshelf. 
 
    To my delight, the wood on the shelf twisted and warped to bleached bone. It looked like the shelf was made of some kind of flattened rib cage, and the foundational parts holding the thing together now resembled a spine. I realized that it took almost exactly the shape that I had imagined it would and wondered if that was how it always worked. 
 
    “One way to find out,” I said to myself, and I cast the spell again, this time on the bed frame. The legs of the bed changed to monstrous skeletal legs, exactly as I pictured, and the remainder of the frame's exterior became lined with skulls. 
 
    With that, my eyes went back to the book. I had never been so glued to a book before, and I was always an avid reader. I had already memorized the incantations and gestures for half the beginner spells when there was a knock at the door a few hours later. 
 
    By that time, I had replaced wood and metal parts inside the door with enough bone so that I could use a simple “Control Bone” hex to make the door swing open on its own, and I did exactly that. 
 
    On the other side of the door was a very bewildered-looking Carmilla. She’d clearly washed her face, changed into a different dress, and retouched her makeup, looking gorgeous as ever. 
 
    “Holy shit, dude!” she shouted as she looked inside my room. All the furniture had been replaced with thematically appropriate necromantic decor. I admittedly went a bit crazy, but I didn’t mean to—it was all in the name of experimentation. I was sitting on a throne of skulls, reading the introductory book with my legs crossed, waiting for her in the black school cloak that I found folded in the storage trunk at the foot of my bed. Unbeknownst to me at the time, though it’d come up later in Carmilla’s retellings of the event, my eyes were glowing white from all the spellcasting I’d been doing. 
 
    “Hey, Carmilla. Ready for breakfast?” I said with a smile. 
 
    “How the frick did you do all this?” 
 
    “I already met the Headmistress,” I explained. “She'll be teaching me. She left me some books to study and, uh, pimped my cane,” I said, holding up my new spell focus. 
 
    “Wow! Then that means we can skip right to summoning your familiar immediately after breakfast!” she said excitedly as she did a little jump. “I wonder what it'll be!” 
 
    “What's yours?” I asked, and suddenly a little black squirrel appeared from under her cloak. The squirrel had bright red eyes and distressingly long fangs where its standard-issue buck teeth should be. 
 
    “This is Sheridan, my vampire squirrel!” she said excitedly, and she nuzzled her face against Sheridan's as he crawled onto her shoulder. 
 
    “Vampire?” I asked. “As in, real vampires?” 
 
    “Yeah. Oh, you didn't notice? I'm kind of a vampire, too!” She opened her mouth and poked at a sharp fang. “See?” she said, though it came out in a lisp as her tongue mingled with her fang and finger. At the emergence of her fangs, the whites of her eyes went black, and her red irises lit up. 
 
    My world had just been rocked with the sudden realization that vampires were real, but I didn’t let it show, trying not to make Carmilla uncomfortable with my reaction. Thinking fast, I pulled a glass of water from my shelf and tapped it with a few words of incantation. The water swirled in the glass and when it finished, it was red. 
 
    “Well, in that case, may I offer you a glass of blood?” 
 
    Both Sheridan and Carmilla's jaws dropped. 
 
    “Liam, you mastered Wood to Bone and Water to Blood in like, three hours?” 
 
    “And a ton more.” I said, grinning, but then suddenly felt a bit subconscious from her quizzical look. “Is that weird of me?” 
 
    She tapped her forehead, like she was trying to make sense of it. “Well, no, but you don't have any transmutation abilities, so it's a bit surprising you mastered this one, but I guess since bone and blood are linked to Necromancy, and you're attuned to that...” 
 
    “Do you wanna drink it or not?” 
 
    “Did you drink from it when it was still water?” 
 
    “Uh… yes.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow. “I don't want your backwash, dude,” she smirked. 
 
    “But… it's blood now. What the hell am I going to do with a glass of blood?” 
 
    She looked at her squirrel. “It's all yours, Sheridan.” With that, the squirrel leaped face-first into the glass. Its head submerged in the red liquid as its little feet kicked up excitedly, trying to keep its face in the glass and avoid falling out. “Familiars don’t even need to eat, but we might as well treat him.” 
 
    I grabbed the vampire squirrel by the butt and lifted it so it could drink securely. “Bottoms up, little guy,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Pun intended?” asked Carmilla as she put her palm in front of her face with a cute giggle. 
 
    “That time, yes.” 
 
    Seeing Sheridan finish the glass of blood, I looked up at Carmilla anxiously. 
 
    “Ready to go?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “But where do we eat?” 
 
    She eyed me in a way that was almost seductive, and punctuated the look with a long lick of her crimson lips. “Well, technically, you could let me have a bite of you anytime, anywhere…” 
 
    I cleared my throat and tugged at my collar nervously. “Okay, let me rephrase that—” 
 
    “Where do you eat?” she finished for me. “The second and third floor of this building. You can dine any time. But right now, roughly an hour after sunrise most days, is the best time to go for breakfast, if only because you'll get to eat with some of my friends.” She grinned ear-to-ear, so tremendously that her fangs were both plainly visible for the first time. “And they’re on the third.” 
 
    “Awww, introducing me to your pals already? Am I being recruited into your clique?” I teased her. 
 
    “Ahem,” Carmilla cleared her throat with mock seriousness and put a hand over her heart. “As your Integration Assistant, I am responsible for facilitating your successful arrival and assimilation into Esoterica’s culture and practices.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, whatever,” I said, chuckling. “Alrighty, let’s meet your squad.” 
 
    “Yay!” Carmilla squealed impishly with another little jump. The two of us, plus Sheridan, left the room, and once again the vampiress grabbed me by the hand, leading me with urgency and excitement toward the elevator as I limped along behind her. 
 
    The ride down the elevator was short and smooth, and within moments the grated doors were opening to a lavish banquet hall with floating candelabras and chandeliers of crystal hanging over elaborately carved hardwood tables with a chocolate-brown stained finish. The chairs matched in color and craftsmanship. 
 
    Adorning the walls were enigmatic paintings of various landscapes. Some were rather earthlike, even familiar. One appeared to be a rendition of a moonlit Grand Canyon. Other landscapes were far more alien and otherworldly, with flora that seemed altogether extraterrestrial. 
 
    The walls themselves were painted with a gaudy golden paint, with the exception of the polished wooden beams every three meters or so that were stained to match the furnishings. Along the walls, on each of the four sides of the enormous room, were impressive fireplaces that appeared to burn both endlessly and without need for fuel. The floor was a deep red marble that reminded me of Carmilla’s perfect lips, which she restlessly licked as she scanned the room. 
 
    The banquet hall was already full of people dressed in similar cloaks to mine and Carmilla’s. There were a few, though, dressed more casually. The people themselves were a colorful bunch, and this could be said literally as well as figuratively. A table of interesting looking twenty-somethings waved at us as we entered the room. 
 
    “There they are!” Carmilla said, waving back excitedly. “Come on!” She practically sprinted to the table, but I followed behind at a more modest pace. Truth be told, I was excited, too, if not more than a little nervous. 
 
    When we reached the table, the motley crew looked up at Carmilla and me—mostly me—with an assortment of expressions. Most of them smiled to some degree or another, though whether it was a polite but disinterested smile or a genuinely enthusiastic grin seemed to vary from face to face. 
 
    “Hey, everybody!” Carmilla said. She grabbed me by the arm with both hands and pulled me another step closer to the table. “This is Liam Elloway. He’s a human. He’s my Charge, so be nice.” 
 
    Voices uttering “Hello, Liam”, “Hey,” and “Hi, Liam” all rang out in unison with varying levels of excitement and engagement, but no one seemed hostile or unwelcoming. 
 
    “This is Randolph Carter III,” Carmilla went on, pointing to a blond man with a parted cut and a roguishly handsome vibe. He wore slim black slacks and a tight white button-down shirt that showed off his well-defined arm muscles and the top of a smooth chest that he probably groomed himself. Aside from that, he also wore the same cloak that Carmilla and I wore. 
 
    “Hey, bud,” he stood up and reached out to shake my hand, offering a warm smile to go with it. I smiled back. 
 
    “Hey, pleased to meet you,” I said, thankful for the warm welcome. 
 
    “Pleasure’s ours, man. New arrivals are always fun.” 
 
    “And this is Brian Adder,” she said, indicating an unnervingly good-looking man with dark, slicked-back hair and a tight-fitting blue flannel shirt under his black cloak. 
 
    “Cheers,” he said with a thumbs-up, and his attention turned back toward his food, at least visibly. 
 
    My focus turned to the two other girls at the table next. They’d both been eyeing me intensely since I approached their group. 
 
    “Well introduce us, Carri!” the redheaded girl requested. She spoke with a faint Irish accent, but her most peculiar features were a pair of ram horns coming out of the side of her head and, now that her mouth was moving, a forked tongue. She wore a white tank top through which a black bra was barely visible, and her eyes were reddish orange, like her hair, and seemed to glow like embers. She was thin, similar in build to Carmilla, but instead of nails she had black claws on her hands. It must make it hard to pick things up, I noted. And yet, even as I thought that, she easily manipulated a fork in her hand, flipping it between her fingers artfully. 
 
    Sitting next to the plate in front of her was a fat red salamander that was probably about a foot long and chunky, too. A juicy little guy, probably her familiar. 
 
    Oookay. This was a lot to take in. 
 
    “This is Evelyn Wilde,” Carmilla said, gesturing at the hellish-looking redheaded beauty. “And this is Dahlia White.” 
 
    The last woman at the table had ghost-pale skin and hair as silvery white as the moon. She wore a lacy white summer dress to match. Her eyes were pools of starlight swirling in a midnight-blue sky. That isn’t me waxing poetic, by the way. It’s literally what they looked like. I almost gasped at her ethereal beauty. And there was something else about her, too, that magnetized me, something I couldn’t yet place, but I certainly tried as I breathed in the divine sight of her gorgeous face and voluptuous figure. 
 
    She made no move to extend a hand or offer any word of greeting but just kept watching me with a soft smile. Her gaze never broke from me. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” I said to the two of them. 
 
    Suddenly, Brian’s voice interrupted the conversation. “I’m picking up vibes here, Liam. All anyone wants to know is this: gay, bi, or straight?” I noticed something vaguely resembling an English accent in his deep voice. He was clearly well-muscled, and the high protein meal on his plate helped to explain that. 
 
    The table collectively chuckled and groaned, but everyone looked at me almost immediately, seemingly curious to hear my response. 
 
    “Straight as the day is long, I’m afraid,” I said. I could feel my cheeks flushing at the question. 
 
    The man shrugged weakly as he chewed something he had just put in his mouth. He swallowed and looked over at Carmilla. “He’s all yours, love.” 
 
    “Oh, shut your fucking mouth,” she groaned through reddened cheeks, rolling her eyes, even as she still clung to my arm somewhat possessively. 
 
    “Well take a fuckin’ seat, lad,” Evelyn said, pointing at the chair across from her. “We don’t got all morning to get to know you.” Her accent charmed the hell out of me, but I still struggled to do anything but gawk at Dahlia. 
 
    I took the seat, but before my asscheeks had even hit the wood, questions started flying from all sides. 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Minnesota, in the USA.” 
 
    “That’s Earth Gamma-8379C,” Carmilla added, to my confusion. 
 
    “You’re really human?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. Was that weird? 
 
    The two other men at the table shot me a thumbs up and a grin. “Represent, baby,” Randolph said, flashing the devil horns ‘rock-on’ symbol with his right hand. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that’s more than a little offensive,” Evelyn muttered, tapping her very own horns. 
 
    “Cancel me,” Randolph said with a smirk and playful wink. To my relief, the sultry demoness rolled her fiery eyes and smiled back. 
 
    “Liam here is a necromancer,” Carmilla said, and she put a little extra edge on the last word as she almost whispered the revelation to her friends. 
 
    The eyes of everyone in the group widened in unison. Brian even stopped chewing for a moment. 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me,” Randolph said. “That’s insane!” 
 
    “I’ve never even met a necromancer!” Evelyn gasped. 
 
    “Quick! Do something necrotic!” Brian commanded with a dramatic pointing of his finger. 
 
    Without missing a beat, I remembered a cantrip that I had studied back in my room. Mostly useless, but it seemed like a good party trick. I tapped the table with my cane and all the meat on everyone’s plates withered to the bone, and all the fruits and veggies became dry and browned with death. 
 
    There was a pause as everyone took in what had just happened. Brian broke the silence. “I don’t know what I expected, but I regret everything,” he said, holding up a dried-out chicken bone that had once been dripping with tender fat. 
 
    “Well, that was rad,” Randolph said in astonished amusement. 
 
    All three of the women at the table seemed to agree as their mouths hung open in surprise. They exchanged significant looks before Carmilla finally said, “Welp, looks like Liam and I aren’t the only ones without food, now. Why doesn’t everyone go get a new plate?” 
 
    Grunts and utterances of agreement sounded out from the group. Everyone stood up and made their way to the buffet table. I was astounded by the selection. There were assortments of bread, cookies, biscuits, muffins, rice dishes, meats and eggs of all kinds, and even some foods I didn’t recognize. All the food had been lying on the table since before I arrived at the latest, yet all of it had the heat signature of a dish that was freshly prepared and just ready for eating. 
 
    I dug in greedily. It was a meal that reminded me of the cafeteria of my university back on Earth, but that couldn’t compare to this. The only thing I missed, really, was pizza. And tacos, too. 
 
    “Do they ever do Mexican food here?” I asked. 
 
    Randolph sighed. “Thank you. I have been saying we need a Taco Tuesday tradition here for months now, and no one has been listening.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can work on your petition some other time,” Carmilla said in her charming voice, laughing and sticking out her tongue playfully. 
 
    “Don’t make light of my dream,” Randolph whined with a mouthful of some kind of muffin or another. 
 
    Carmilla rolled her eyes in as dramatic and exaggerated a manner as she could manage, and then she turned over to the white-haired girl that I couldn’t stop staring at and who, I noticed, seemed to be pretty focused on me, as well. “Dahlia, honey, can you spot me a bite?” 
 
    Dahlia forced herself to break her gaze with me as she smiled politely at Carmilla and nodded, gently offering her wrist. Carmilla wasted no time in chomping down and did not seem to return much gentleness. Dahlia squirmed a bit but was otherwise unbothered. Her eyes slowly found their way back to me, I sensed, but I was more fixated on the display of open vampirism happening right in front of me at the moment. 
 
    “So this is normal?” I asked, wincing at the sight. 
 
    “I beg your fucking pardon?” Carmilla lifted her head with scorn as blue blood dripped down her face. Yes, blue. 
 
    “Now you’ve gone and fucked up,” Randolph said, kicking his boots onto the table and leaning back with his arms crossed behind his head. 
 
    “Put your fucking feet back on the ground,” Evelyn hissed as her forked tongue thrashed at the air. Randolph sheepishly complied, to Brian’s apparent amusement—the musclebound sorcerer chuckled at his friend. 
 
    “I’m sorry, this is all pretty new to me,” I said, feeling bad for reacting the way I had. “Four hours ago, I didn’t know vampires existed, and now I’m eating breakfast with one.” 
 
    Dahlia leaned back in her chair and her skin glowed as Carmilla withdrew from her wrist. My eyes widened as her pale flesh shimmered with a mystic light. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Carmilla said as she watched Dahlia raise her arm and inspect it. The light radiating from Dahlia was now centered on the puncture wounds Carmilla had been drinking from. Within moments, they vanished, and Dahlia looked refreshed once more. I thought better than to acknowledge it. I was sure I’d learn everything in time. I should focus on more prudent questions, if anything. 
 
    “So, wait, can I ask you all something?” I said, sitting up straight, trying to work my courage up. 
 
    The whole table looked at me curiously. “Go for it, lad,” Evelyn said with an eyebrow cocked in anticipation. 
 
    “Well, I’m a necromancer. Do you guys have, like, a specialty, too?” 
 
    “Of course, we all do,” Carmilla said. “I think I mentioned that I’m an enchantress primarily, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I kind of remember that.” 
 
    “But I also have magic and powers specific to vampires of my type, too,” she added. 
 
    “Illusion and Conjuration, here,” Brian said with a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Elementalism for me, love,” said Evelyn. “Especially fire.” 
 
    “Divination,” said Dahlia. It was the first word she spoke to me. 
 
    Randolph cleared his throat. “I’m a bit special like you, actually,” he started, eliciting eye rolls from the girls. “I’m a jack of all trades. I have a pretty even, moderate level of potential in every type of magic, making me an effective duelist.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s rare,” Carmilla said, nodding. “Usually, it’s limited to weak potential with most kinds, and higher potential with one or two specific schools of magic.” 
 
    “We call those Affinities,” Dahlia said. Her voice was soft and beautiful—and almost made me shiver. 
 
    “So my ‘Affinity’ is Necromancy,” I said, nodding. I’d heard the word a few times now and had put together what it meant. 
 
    Dahlia jerked her head in confirmation. It was cute and awkward, but there was nothing awkward about the way she looked. “I can see it in your aura now,” she said. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Brian and Randolph exchanging knowing looks. 
 
    I used her engagement as an excuse to stare at her again. “My aura?” 
 
    “Dahlia can see auras. It’s the gift of her kind,” Evelyn explained, leaning her head onto Dahlia’s shoulder. 
 
    “I can taste them, too,” she said. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? What does mine taste like?” 
 
    She blushed, making me suddenly nervous that it might have been an awkward question. The exchange didn’t seem to get lost on the others, either. Just then, a little black gecko crawled onto her shoulder from somewhere behind her. The gecko had a peculiar pattern on its face, resembling a human skull. 
 
    “Oscar!” she exclaimed, and then she held the creature up and stared directly at it. The table grew silent. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I whispered to Carmilla. 
 
    “They’re communicating telepathically,” she said. “Oscar is her familiar.” 
 
    “I figured that much,” I said with a nod. 
 
    Carmilla suddenly pivoted to everyone else and seemed to want to fill the silence. “Is anyone leaving on an assignment soon?” 
 
    “An assignment?” I asked before anyone could answer her question. 
 
    “Like a mission. Sometimes we’re given special tasks to test what we’ve learned,” Carmilla explained. “Practical applications. They can be sort of like… field trips.” 
 
    “What kind of tasks?” I asked. 
 
    “Killing Void Shamblers, slaying Nightgaunts, butchering Proto-Shoggoths, recovering lost artifacts, discovering new universes, that sort of thing. Nothing major,” Brian said, patting his gut. He was built well. His abdomen was probably normally quite impressive, but at the moment, it was distended from the big meal he’d gorged himself with. 
 
    “That sounds… pretty major to me,” I said, my eyes probably broadcasting my level of intimidation. 
 
    “It’s not just monsters. I stopped a group of cultists trying to summon a malevolent transdimensional deity,” Carmilla said. 
 
    “Oh?” I perked up in my chair. That sounded fascinating. “How did you stop them?” 
 
    “Killed ‘em all,” she shrugged, wiping a bit of blue blood from her chin. 
 
    “Ah,” I said with a gulp. “That’ll do it.” This would surely be an adjustment. 
 
    Randolph seemed to clock my squeamishness. “Don’t stress, dude. You’ll fit in soon enough, I’m sure. It was a lot for me to take in when I first got here, too.” 
 
    I only managed to stare back at him blankly in response, my mouth agape as though I wanted to say something, but no words came to me. 
 
    “The gift rarely chooses someone that can’t handle it,” Evelyn added with a grin. “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    We all ate in silence for the next twenty minutes or so, interrupted every so often by pleasant conversation and the sort of ‘getting to know you’ questions that inevitably accompany any first meeting. The meal passed too quickly, and although I was nervous around my peers, with their cavalier natures, I was thrilled to be among them. 
 
    And then the girls left to head to the restroom together. 
 
    Randolph and I instantly leaned toward one another with an urgency that made Brian groan and throw his eyes back in his head in annoyance. He knew what was coming next. 
 
    “Dude, so what’s up with these ladies?” I asked. “Are they single? Available? What’s the situation?” 
 
    “Okay, so let me throw it down for you,” Randolph said, cracking his knuckles and licking his lips. “The three of them are all single. But there are also tons of options everywhere if you just open your eyes.” 
 
    I scoped the room out more carefully now that the ladies from our table were gone. He was right. The room was full of young women, primarily early to late twenties, some maybe even slightly younger than that. There were surprisingly few men, and they all looked comparatively vanilla next to the colorful otherworldly females in the room. 
 
    “Why are there hardly any dudes here?” I asked. 
 
    “Ugh, don’t get me started,” Brian groaned. 
 
    “Just a higher frequency of magic ability in women, for whatever reason,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    Brian interrupted. “Mainly, hybrids like Dahlia and Evelyn, which are always likely to be magical in nature, tend to be born female.” 
 
    “Wow, so we are literally surrounded by beautiful women—” 
 
    “—Who all have few better options!” Randolph finished. The two of us high-fived giddily. 
 
    “Are either of you seeing anyone?” I asked after a moment of continued scoping. 
 
    “Well, I’m gay, in case you missed it,” Brian said. “But actually, yes. I’m kind of seeing someone.” 
 
    “He’s boinking Professor Whately,” Randolph whispered as he jabbed his buddy in the ribs. 
 
    “You’re fucking a professor?!” I blurted out way too loud. 
 
    “Sweet Yog-Sothoth, is it a federal case now? Calm the fuck down,” Brian said as he looked around nervously. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, suddenly whispering. I put my fingers to my lips, trying to show my commitment to keeping it quiet, but it was too late for that. 
 
    “As for me, I’m also single—” 
 
    “But very sexually active,” Brian added. 
 
    “I do get around from time to time. Sometimes girls on campus. Sometimes on extended assignments. Damsels in distress, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Cool, any tips for me?” I asked, fascinated. “Do I seem like anyone’s type?” 
 
    “Ehh, I think Carmilla honestly is vibing with you, and obviously—” 
 
    “Dahlia has the hots for you, no doubt,” Brian interrupted. 
 
    “Really?” I was surprised to hear that. I definitely noticed her looking, but to think someone as pretty as her would single me out romantically, or otherwise... I’d figured she was just quirky. “She seems so quiet.” 
 
    “She’s like that. She’ll open up once you get to know her,” Brian said. “She rarely talks with new people around, but she spoke to you directly, which is a sign for sure. And she was staring at you—aggressively.” 
 
    Randolph had his chin resting on his fist as he nodded thoughtfully. “I noticed it, too. I’m sure everyone did.” 
 
    “What is she, by the way?” I asked. Then I leaned in, embarrassed. “Shit, was that insensitive?” 
 
    “It’s fine. She’s a Starchild. Human mother, celestial father,” Randolph explained. 
 
    “What is a celestial?” I asked. There was a lot of terminology to keep up with. 
 
    “Beats me. I never asked. That’s all I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    The girls found their way back to the table shortly after that. Carmilla tapped me on the shoulder lightly, surprising me just seconds after I had uttered something to Randolph about her tight body that I was suddenly hoping she didn’t hear. 
 
    Carmilla smiled warmly at me as she stretched her arms above her head. “Come on, necromancer, it’s time to see what freaky familiar you get stuck with.” 
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    [image: ] 
 
   I  didn’t think I’d be back in that place so soon. I sat at the center of the pentagram that heralded my arrival at Esoterica only several hours earlier. Once again, I was at the top of a mountain looking out at the wickedly alien landscape. It was still equal parts intimidating and impressive to me, but there were other tasks to focus on at the moment. 
 
    “So, the ritual of summoning your familiar for the first time is a relatively simple one, but you have to get it right. If you mess up once, you may end up without a familiar for your whole career as a sorcerer,” Carmilla explained, donning her serious scholarly voice again. 
 
    “That’s harsh,” I noted. 
 
    “I don’t make the rules, Mr. Elloway,” she said with an impressively pathetic attempt at a wink, ultimately ending in something looking more like she had experienced a mini-stroke. It was so bad I almost cringed, but so cute I almost grinned. 
 
    “Anywaaaay,” she continued after recovering, “for this ritual, you will need a blood sacrifice: mine and yours.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said with a gasp. “You’re going to donate your blood to my ritual?” 
 
    “It’s a tradition. This is the role of all Integration Assistants,” she explained with pride in her voice. 
 
    “Well, thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” she said. She beamed at me with obvious self-satisfaction. “You have your spell focus ready to go, don’t you?” She gestured toward the cane. 
 
    I grunted a confirmation as I held it up, the ruby catching a bit of alien moonlight. 
 
    “The ritual requires us to bleed into the center of the summoning circle until the lines surrounding its central pentagram are filled with our mingling blood.” 
 
    “And then I say some magic words?” I asked. 
 
    “No, actually,” Carmilla shook her head. “We join hands, and I help induce an astral meditative state in you.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An out-of-body experience. You’ll be projecting your consciousness into the realm of the spirits, and that is where your familiar will find you. And I will be your anchor to pull you back when you’re done.” 
 
    “Wait, how will I know what to do when I’m, uh, astrally meditative or whatever?” I asked frantically. Carmilla was already inspecting a jagged ritual dagger as she plopped down on the ground facing me, kneeling instead of going cross-legged so as not to give me too great a view of her in her short dress. She looked up at me impatiently, so I stopped delaying and joined her on the ground. 
 
    “You just figure it out. It’s different for everyone, anyway,” she shrugged. “Put your focus on your lap. It’ll help me anchor you.” 
 
    I felt those nerves I used to have when I had to go on stage for a school play or a piano recital, that sick feeling in my gut that was trying to make me believe that if I didn’t leave now I’d crap my pants, but I ignored it. I was well past the point of no return, and something told me this was a cut above my high school production of My Fair Lady. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. I took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Slash!” Carmilla shouted as she gripped my wrist and opened a vein with a quick, practiced gesture. Blood began pouring from the stinging wound, and she held my arm and shook it vigorously—as if that’d help—over the circle, watching the pentagram outline begin to fill with blood. 
 
    She bit her lip and whined. “Awww fuck. This makes me so horny,” she sighed in agitation as she longingly watched the blood drip from my wrist. 
 
    “There’s a lot I’d like to unpack in what you just said,” I began, “Not the least of which is, did you just shout ‘slash’ as you cut me?” 
 
    “Don’t question my methodology,” she said with a dismissive wave. She then cut herself with the same dagger and dripped her own blood into the pentagram. She didn’t shout anything this time, perhaps self-conscious from my questioning her—but I caught her mouthing something as she performed the action on herself. 
 
    The pentagram’s grooves filled up with our combined contributions, and as it did, I became sensitive to a change in the atmosphere around me. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” I asked. “Feels like the air got thicker all of a sudden.” 
 
    “That means it’ll work,” Carmilla said with a toothy grin. Her fangs were out in full force, and her eyes had dilated, her sclera entirely black now. She ground her knees together tighter and adjusted her posture. “Take my hands, Liam.” 
 
    I did as I was told. She began reciting a long passage in the ancient language we used for spellcasting. I waited awkwardly for the effect of the spell to take place. Just when I thought maybe it wasn’t working, I found myself floating in what looked to be space, surrounded by stars, except that I felt as though my body was on scale with them, as though the closest stars were only a few dozen yards from me. The largest seemed only to be about the size of my palm. They floated around freely, moving past me—or was I moving past them? I couldn’t tell. 
 
    Around me was only a midnight blue Void on all sides, speckled with what seemed like infinite stars. It felt calming. Beautiful. 
 
    And then I felt something; a warmth visited itself upon me, a warmth that writhed and moved and tried to prod at me, understand me. It was more than warmth. It was a consciousness. 
 
    Here I am, it seemed to say. No, it did say it. I could hear it in my head, though faintly. I tried to send a message back to the spirit. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    You can call me Uther, it said. Now I could make out the voice as clear as day. It was ethereal and deep, and decidedly masculine. 
 
    “Are you my familiar?” 
 
    Yes, I can tell that I am the one who was meant to be bonded to you. 
 
    “How do we do this, then?” 
 
    Just simply open your eyes, and there I’ll be. 
 
    I tried to open my eyes, but at first it was jarring to attempt because in this place, this abyss, my eyes were already open. After a failed attempt, though, I called my thoughts back to Carmilla, my anchor, and I willed it to happen. 
 
    I suddenly became aware of my real, physical body again, and the world settled back into focus. Not more than two feet from my face was the beautiful grinning visage of Carmilla, fangs and all, who beamed at me with more enthusiasm than ever before. 
 
    “You did it!” she exclaimed, doing jazz hands in celebration. 
 
    “Did I? Where is he?” 
 
    “Look down, dummy.” 
 
    On my lap was a small arctic fox, curled up comfortably. “Uther, is that you? You’re… cute!” I exclaimed. 
 
    The fox stretched and walked off of my lap. When Uther finally opened his eyes, I jerked in surprise. Carmilla looked like she may have peed herself. His two big eyes were a deep twilight blue, like the night sky, and in them were countless twinkling stars. 
 
    The three of us sat in silence. It was so palpable that Carmilla’s vampire squirrel, Sheridan, saw fit to summon himself for a look to see what the fuss was about. After an eternity of discomfort, Carmilla shot a downward accusatory look at me. 
 
    “You think I fucking know how this happened?!” I protested, throwing my hands up dramatically to emphasize my innocence. 
 
    “Seriously, why the fuck does your familiar look like someone turned Dahlia into a fox?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you know?” I asked my familiar. 
 
    Uther shook his head. I’m afraid not. Who’s Dahlia? 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s focus on the good news. You have your familiar!” Carmilla snapped her fingers triumphantly, her smile returning. 
 
    I had to agree. It did feel good. At least I didn’t fuck that up. “Yeah, definitely. You’re right.” I couldn’t stop staring into Uther’s cosmic eyes. It was just so weird. It was going to be even weirder when Dahlia saw Uther for herself. 
 
    After a moment I noticed a restless, uncomfortable look on Carmilla’s face, like she needed to ask me for money or something. “Hey, Liam?” she started nervously, scratching at her collarbone. 
 
    I absent-mindedly petted Uther as I looked at her. “What’s up? You okay? Should we head back?” I noticed the cut on my wrist had closed, but the blood on my arm was still moist. 
 
    “Uh, not yet. Would you mind dismissing your familiar for a bit?” she asked. I became suddenly aware that Sheridan was already nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Uh, sure.” I made eye contact with the fox and sent it a psychic message. Instantly, he was gone. I looked back at the beautiful vampire in the slinky red dress. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    To my utter shock, Carmilla crawled on hands and knees into my lap and slowly placed her arms around my neck, watching my expression carefully to see if I stopped her. I was so caught by surprise by the act that I could barely respond. “I’m really horngry,” she said, pouting. Her eyes had gone black and glowing red again, and her fangs had extended even longer than before. I gulped. 
 
    “Horngry?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. My hands automatically went to Carmilla’s waist as she started gyrating against my groin. Her cool breath smelled sweet like cinnamon—and a bit like blood. 
 
    “Hungry and horny,” she pouted. “Feed me? I’ll make it worth your while,” she said before crudely pantomiming the universal symbol for “blowjob.” 
 
    I blinked. “But… the fangs.” 
 
    She opened her mouth wide for me to see, and her fangs receded like a retractable switchblade. Her eyes were still black and her irises glowed a malevolent red. “Better?” she asked, biting her lip and pawing at my abs. 
 
    I couldn’t think of a persuasive reason to refuse her offer at that moment. If I pressed myself, I might have come up with something about it complicating our friendship or being unethical for an Integration Assistant to drink the blood and suck the cock of the person she’s orientating. I might have come up with those reasons, but to come up with them would have been a hell of a lot of mental gymnastics just to not accept a blowjob from a slammin’ hottie, and that just wasn’t what I was all about. 
 
    “Is it okay to do it here?” I asked nervously, gesturing toward the bloodied magic circle with one hand even while I began pulling off her cloak with the other. I licked my lips in anticipation and saw her do the same, though she spent more time licking her receded fangs. 
 
    “Trust me, a hell of a lot worse has been done here,” she said as she hungrily leaned in and kissed my neck. Her cold lips gave me chills as she explored me, and it wasn’t lost on me just how vulnerable I was at that moment, with her teeth practically grazing my throat, but I made the decision to trust her. 
 
    As she licked my throat and collarbone a bit too eagerly, I felt her ass deliberately push against my cock. I was already as hard as a diamond in the arctic. “Feels big,” she said as she nibbled my shoulder. She spoke so close to my skin that I felt her words reverberate through me. 
 
    With her cloak on the ground beside me, all she was wearing now was her sexy red dress—and whatever was underneath. It had already hiked up quite a bit from the hip-work she was doing on my crotch, and she showed little sign of letting up. I put my hands on her ass and squeezed. Smooth, soft, velvety skin sat atop well-defined muscles—a testament to the glory of whatever god dreamed her up. Her pale skin was cool to the touch, even now. 
 
    With fierce urgency, Carmilla peeled off the dress and a pair of lacy black panties and sat back on my lap, fully nude. I barely had time to take in the sight of her before she sat back down and we were face to face again, but damn, I tried. 
 
    Her milky white skin was bare from head to toe, including her pubic region, and her pussy was the tiniest slit, small to the point where I almost worried in case we ever went all the way. Her petite physique was impressive in other ways, too. A sexy six-pack was visible, and you could make out her rib cage clearly when she arched her back, but even so, she had an ample chest that I was itching to go to town on. 
 
    My hands wasted no time in getting to work caressing and exploring each and every one of her curves before predictably resting on her rounded ass and perfect breasts. As I gently played with a perky pink nipple and started returning her kisses, she let out a low groan, signaling her pleasure and approval. 
 
    “Mmmm fuck yeah,” she moaned as she tugged at my hair. “You certainly know how to handle a girl.” 
 
    “I have hard-earned skills,” I replied between kisses. In high school, I used to watch pornos with a notebook like they were instructional videos. It paid off only after I figured out which of the things I saw in porn I wasn’t actually supposed to do. 
 
    Looking at her, feeling her body against me, I felt as though my cock were about to rip through my pants of its own volition if I didn’t take emergency action. I reached down but was stopped by Carmilla as she swatted my hand and pulled herself off of my lap. 
 
    “Let me take care of that,” she said as she tugged at my waistband, effortlessly pulling my pants off as I lifted my hips in cooperation. My boxers came down as well, and suddenly I was nude from the waist down, and my fully extended cock was exposed to the world and greeted the vampiress at attention. Carmilla let out a soft gasp as it came fully into view. 
 
    “Can you handle it?” I asked, no doubt sounding a bit self-assured at the remark, but it was a valid concern. 
 
    “Any bigger and I’d have to dislocate my jaw, but yeah, I think I can take it,” she said, cracking her knuckles. Her tits jiggled a bit with the gesture, and as hyper-sexually aware as I was at the moment, even those tiny erotic details didn’t escape my lustful scrutiny. 
 
    She was now a few feet back from my groin, her knees on the ground between my legs, ready to lean forward and take me into her mouth, but I relished the sight of her nudity. She was considerably shorter than me and very petite, with a waist that couldn’t have been more than twenty-two inches all the way around, but her breasts were more than a handful—perfect for her frame. She had penny-sized, pinkish, almost flesh-toned nipples that she teased using one hand, giving me a bit of a show before she had her meal of me. With the other hand, she was playing with her clit and frantically rubbing her pussy lips as they made a lewd, wet sound. She moaned a bit, her eyes fixed on my cock, and finally, she leaned forward to begin her task. 
 
    She was ass-up, elbows-down as her mouth conquered the grand majority of my manhood in her first attempt. I could feel it sliding down her throat, but she didn’t gag or show signs of discomfort as she wetted my cock with her tongue and started bobbing her head rhythmically. 
 
    “Good girl,” I grunted as I stroked her hair affectionately, trying to maintain focus. She moaned hungrily in response. “Suck that cock like a good vampire.” 
 
    The view of her backside in the air was pleasant, but the incredible visual stimuli left me restless and far too aroused, so my right hand grabbed the vampiress’s hair to help her keep pace, while my left hand resumed the holy task of massaging her breasts, taking her nipples between my fingers and experimenting with what sort of rubbing and squeezing she responded to the best. The moans she let out as she pleasured me only enhanced the experience and quickened the arrival of my climax. 
 
    After a minute or so of intense pleasure, I became conscious of the fact that she was still using one of her own hands to masturbate as she satisfied me. The realization almost sent me over the edge, but I resolved to wait for her to finish. I clenched my asscheeks and retreated into pure thoughts of kittens and cold showers to delay my moment of triumph a bit longer as she fucked herself and I fucked her throat. 
 
    Her body rocked lewdly, and her moans grew loud and frantic. Soon the time had come. First, Carmilla’s ass twitched and clenched visibly as her tongue continued to slide up and down my cock with a quickened pace. Then her breathing became harsher and breathier, with sharp gasps punctuating each exhalation. I knew she was about to finish herself off, so I decided to share the moment with her. I allowed myself to release, unloading in her mouth, stream after stream of cum shooting down the back of her throat. She took it like a pro, even as she started thrashing and squealing from her own orgasm. 
 
    “Ohh fuck!” she shouted, her voice muffled against my shaft. I reciprocated the sentiment with my own string of epithets. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I grunted. I was glad her face was buried in my crotch because I probably made a very unattractive expression at that moment. 
 
    When we’d finished, I leaned back on my palms, and Carmilla sat up, opening her mouth to show off her pearly conquest before dramatically swallowing the whole load. 
 
    “I needed that,” she said. 
 
    “Me too, I think,” I agreed. “Do you still need my blood?” I said, holding up my wrist, eager to offer it after that favor. 
 
    “Honestly, I think I’m full. Cum does the trick, too,” she said with a giggle. “It’s like junk food. Tastes great, filling, but totally empty calories.” 
 
    “Well, hey, if you need your fix of junk food anytime, you know where to find me,” I said, slapping her on the ass playfully as she turned around to gather her clothes. Her naked form was living art. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure this won’t be the last time I seek you out for this kind of… relief,” she said, and she winked. It was almost a good wink. Almost. 
 
    “Your winks are improving,” I noted. 
 
    “Oh, shut the fuck up.” She reached for her dress, but I stopped her, putting my hand on her arm. She thought our encounter was over. I was just getting started. Carmilla stopped breathing for a second as she looked at me curiously. 
 
    “Not so fast,” I said. “My turn to feed.” The vampire’s eyes widened in arousal and surprise as I turned her over and pushed her to the ground. I started with a fresh kiss on her lips, which she accepted, wrapping her arms around me impulsively. But that kiss was just the tip of the iceberg, a brief taste of what my tongue was about to bestow. 
 
    I slowly moved my lips to her chin, and then traced down along her neck, kissing every part of her from her collarbone, to her breasts, and then to her bellybutton. Carmilla gasped and tugged at my hair in excitement, thrusting her hips upward in anticipation as she became self-assured of my true purpose. 
 
    Finally, my lips found her thighs, and I teased the vampire as I kissed them tenderly, intentionally avoiding her pussy. It was perfectly hairless to the point where she must have waxed it to get it this clean. It certainly made what I was about to do easier. 
 
    I inhaled, taking in the sweet smell of her wet womanhood. Oh, I was going to enjoy this. Her hips were already gyrating slightly, like she was trying to fuck my tongue with her pussy. I decided to give her what she wanted, and I let my lips find hers, my tongue probing the exterior of her entrance in a skillful, circular motion, tasting and experimenting. 
 
    My efforts were a big hit. As I lapped up her cum, much of it left over from her own earlier self-stimulation, her moans and squeaks began growing in both volume and frequency. 
 
    “Ohhh my Dracula,” she said in a high, breathy tone. “Yeah, just like that, Liam.” 
 
    “Oh my Dracula?” I took a second to comment. My words buzzed against her pussy lips, so she didn’t seem bothered by my teasing her at all. 
 
    I decided to pick up the pace, and soon I turned my attention to her clitoris, using a thumb to pull the hood of her vagina up and open so that I could have more direct access to the little pearl. Meanwhile, two fingers of my other hand fucked her pussy hard and fast, sliding in all too easily due to her extreme wetness, and before I knew it, her hips were bucking wildly as her inner walls started clenching and contracting around my digits. 
 
    “Tell me how it feels,” I told her. 
 
    “Fuck, it’s so good!” she shouted. Her cries of ecstasy echoed around us. “Ohh shit, Liam!” she screamed again and pulled my face hard against her erupting sex, so tight that I could barely do anything but feel her convulse as she squirted wave after wave of love juice into my face. I didn’t fight it. I kept ravaging her with my tongue and fingers, feeling them all start to go sore from the effort, but I wouldn’t give in until the job was done—even as the tightness of her contractions threatened to cut off blood flow to my index and middle fingers. 
 
    She calmed down after a moment, but it was only relative to what she had just been experiencing in the throes of her orgasm. She was still squealing, cooing, moaning, and breathing heavily, gasping for air, and her legs still twitched from the aftershock, but her grip on my head finally relented as she just lay there in a spread-eagle position, arms and legs splayed wide. 
 
    I sat back up and patted her on her belly, feeling her flexing abs react to my touch. “Now we’re even,” I said with a grin, satisfied with myself. 
 
    “Holy shit, dude. I haven’t cum like that in, like, ever!” She finally got the strength to sit up. “Don’t tell Dahlia I said that.” 
 
    I laughed. “Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-7 
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   W hen we teleported back to the campus, we headed for the dorms. Just as we got there, we heard a voice off in the distance. 
 
    “Carmilla!” it shouted. The vampire turned around to see who it was. 
 
    “Oh, hey Rebecca!” she waved and called back. I awkwardly stood by and put my hands in my pockets as I waited. Eventually, the woman caught up to us. She was a curly-haired brunette, apparently human as well, with an American accent that I couldn’t quite place regionally but seemed East Coast. 
 
    “Hey, are you busy, Car-Car?” she said. She turned quickly and politely to me and said, “Hey, I’m Rebecca, nice to meet you,” but before I could fully respond, she’d already looked back at Carmilla. 
 
    “This is Liam. He’s my Charge!” 
 
    Rebecca’s eyes widened in the way people feign enthusiasm when they want to be polite and pretend to care about something that doesn’t matter to them. “That’s great, sweety! Congratulations!” She turned back to me. “You’re a lucky guy!” 
 
    “I sure am,” I said, thinking of what had just transpired between us. I reached out a hand, and she took and shook it politely but seemed a little amused by the gesture. Welp, I felt like a dingus. 
 
    “What are you guys up to?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Oh, we just got his familiar!” 
 
    Rebecca clasped her hands to her chest, this time with genuine enthusiasm. “Oh, that’s a big deal! I love familiars! Can I see it?” 
 
    Carmilla and I exchanged hesitant looks. Neither of us could think of a good excuse to say no. So instead, and perhaps against my better judgment, I summoned my little fox. In a puff of smoke and light, the white form of Uther appeared. 
 
    At first, Rebecca cooed with delight, “Oh, he’s so—” and then she saw the eyes—Dahlia’s starry eyes on the face of my little white fox. “Oh damn, this is juicy!” she said, looking at Carmilla. “I mean, that’s totally you-know-who, right?” 
 
    “He bears a strong resemblance, yeah,” Carmilla nodded, putting her face in her palm. “Please don’t say anything about it yet,” she pleaded. 
 
    “Why? I mean, sooner or later, everyone will see it,” she said. She was right, I knew. This couldn’t stay a secret. 
 
    “Rebecca, do you have any idea what it might mean that his familiar resembles Dahlia?” The little fox was pouncing on a bed of flowers as we spoke. 
 
    She shook her head. “Sorry, no. Never heard of anything like that. I’d ask Dr. Pickman. He knows a lot about monsters and that kind of stuff, and some of that carries over to familiars, I think. Then again,” she perked up suddenly, “I’m on my way to the library. They’ve got a whole shelf on familiars!” 
 
    I shrugged. “Summoning Uther was my big task for the day. I was going to go back to my room to study anyway.” 
 
    “Study date, then?” Rebecca said, hopefully, clapping her hands together. 
 
    “Study date!” Carmilla agreed with an eager fist pump. 
 
    We steered a course toward the library, walking past the standing stones and through a grove of trees, where a few students were debating how they were going to approach some assignment or another. Within minutes, we had arrived. 
 
    The library was easily the second largest building on campus. While the exterior of the structure looked more or less in line with all the other buildings, the interior was markedly unique. There was a front desk and a restricted area behind it, but then the public section of the building was divided into east and west wings, each with three floors. There were books and shelves everywhere, even lining the staircases. It was organized chaos. To my surprise, there was a fairly robust fiction section as well, but the majority of the library was dedicated to non-fiction of the sort I expected to find. 
 
    “Where do we find the shelf on familiars?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    A wrinkled man with a stark widow’s peak and thin-framed spectacles suddenly side-stepped into view. “East wing, fourteenth bookshelf on the second floor,” he said with a raised finger. A creepy smile twisted his face. 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” I said. The dude knew his library. 
 
    “I need a primer on aura-seeing for my next mission, Mr. Shaw,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “That’ll be the west wing. Only the third bookshelf into the first floor of the west wing on your left-hand side after walking through the amber archway.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Shaw!” she said. She turned her head to Carmilla. 
 
    “And how about you, young lady?” he asked Carmilla. 
 
    “Well, actually, there is something…” and she leaned in to whisper in the old man’s ear. His eyes perked up. 
 
    “Such things are normally off-limits to students,” he said curtly. 
 
    “Awww c’mon, Shaw,” she whined, pouting her lips and batting her eyelashes. 
 
    “You must be careful. That sort of ritual is nothing to be trifled with,” he cautioned. 
 
    “I promise I’ll be sooo good,” she said, making a girl scout sign with her right hand. 
 
    “Very well. But I didn’t help you. You found it on your own. It’s one of the black books on the third floor of the west wing, behind the glass door.” 
 
    She thanked him profusely, and our group momentarily disbanded to gather our afternoon reading materials. I was curious about what Carmilla was looking for, but I didn’t want to be nosy, so I said nothing, sensing that she’d probably tell me if and when she was ready. I could tell Rebecca was having a far harder time staying quiet, but to my surprise, she, too, held back her questions for the moment. 
 
    We met back up about twenty minutes later in a study room. Carmilla locked the door behind us and we all plopped down on uncomfortable wooden chairs at matching desks with partitions that separated each of us. It reminded me of the library study rooms back at my own university, but way more baroque. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” Carmilla asked us. 
 
    “I got what I need. Basic Auramancy. Should do the trick,” Rebecca said, thumbing through the book. 
 
    “Why not just ask Dahlia for help?” I suggested. 
 
    “Dahlia doesn’t really talk to me,” Rebecca replied. She tied her hair back with a ribbon and thoughtfully chewed on a pencil as she tried to focus her attention entirely on the book in front of her. 
 
    “It’s true,” Carmilla whispered. “Her aura makes Dahlia sick. She, like, hates her or something.” 
 
    Rebecca clearly heard the whispers. “Brian says Dahlia told him my aura tastes like rotten eggs.” 
 
    “Dahlia is quite sensitive to auras. She can’t stand being around, like, half the people in the school,” Carmilla said. “It kind of restricts our friend group. I was worried she might have that reaction to you, to be honest,” she confessed. 
 
    “Did she say anything about my aura?” I asked. “Like, when you were in the bathroom?” 
 
    Carmilla giggled. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Let’s just say she might be a little cross with me about what happened earlier if she finds out.” 
 
    I was more than a little obsessed with learning more about Dahlia. There was something about her that got me worked up every time she came to mind, and it couldn’t be a coincidence that Uther looked so much like her. I hoped these books had an answer to that. 
 
    An hour passed quietly and uneventfully, but I was learning rapidly about my familiar, the history of familiars, and even some interesting and lesser-known spells involving them. I learned how to trade bodies with my familiar, see through its eyes on command, and use it as a second focus for my own spells. That last bit seemed particularly useful. 
 
    And, most notably, at the end of the first hour, I came upon an interesting passage I felt was relevant to my inquiry. While it didn’t necessarily answer the question of Uther’s resemblance to Dahlia directly, it was enough for me to start to assemble some theories. The text read as follows: 
 
    The familiar chooses the sorcerer. A familiar is attracted to specific energies in the sorcerer, and its form will often represent a true reflection of a singular aspect of the sorcerer’s soul. Once bonded, the familiar itself is an extension of the sorcerer's soul and cannot become unbonded ever again unless that part of the sorcerer’s soul is damaged or fractured. This is why if the familiar dies, it can usually be resummoned, though there may be a degree of memory loss. That and other factors can make the separation permanent. Over time, familiars tend to change in their appearance to reflect changes in their masters. A familiar that remains unchanged for the entire lifespan of its master is rare, though not unheard of. 
 
    All of this was good information, but it still didn’t provide any solid answers. I decided to take a break and check in on the girls. 
 
    “You gals find what you needed?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmilla said flatly. She didn’t look up from her book. 
 
    “Basically.” Rebecca sighed and closed the book. “Honestly, it’s a pain in the ass. There are instructions on how to cast Aura Detection spells, but they don’t last long, and they aren’t nearly as strong as what Dahlia does literally all the friggin’ time.” 
 
    “Dahlia is so overpowered,” Carmilla agreed as she giggled, her eyes still glued to her book. 
 
    “Anyway, I think I have the bare minimum needed for the mission here, but it’s scary to think I have to do it all on my own. I need to find a partner,” she sighed. “Are you any good with divination?” she asked. 
 
    “Me?” I asked. I forgot I hadn’t told her yet. “Oh, I’m pretty much exclusively a necromancer,” I said. 
 
    Rebecca laughed, “Right, of course.” 
 
    Carmilla looked up, “No, Becca, he literally is. That blinding light last night that woke everyone up was him touching the Necromancy stone. He has no other Affinity or even Potential with other schools of magic.” 
 
    Rebecca perked up. “Holy shit! That’s awesome!” 
 
    “Shhh,” Carmilla scolded her. “We’re in a library, remember?” 
 
    “We’re in a locked study room, bitch,” Rebecca replied, dramatically rolling her eyes. “But damn, Liam, you just shot up in the coolness scale. That’s crazy!” 
 
    Carmilla kept reading, resting her elbows on the table and running her fingers through her hair as she stole looks at me, but she now had a smug look on her face, as if she could take credit for me. I blushed at the sudden attention, but mostly I was flattered that Carmilla seemed so proud of me. 
 
    “Anyway, I won’t be very useful on a mission depending on Auramancy,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Still, that’s really badass. You’re the only active necromancer at the school right now.” 
 
    That was news. I’d heard Necromancy was rare, but that was a detail I didn’t know. 
 
    “The Headmistress has Necromancy as her secondary Affinity,” Carmilla corrected her. 
 
    “Still, I mean among the students,” Rebecca clarified. She sat back down, but now she was facing me. “I’m going to be keeping an eye on you.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of competition for his attention,” Carmilla said, looking up from her book at last. I thought I detected a tiny hint of jealousy and irritation in her voice. 
 
    “How’s that?” Rebecca said. 
 
    “I’m just saying, I’ve noticed a lot of ladies giving him the googly eyes since he got here,” she said, her eyes returning to the tome. Kind of, at least. Her gaze practically bore holes into the text, and I could tell she wasn’t really reading at the moment. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. If that was true, it was about the greatest news I could hear as a red-blooded straight guy at a school full of gorgeous women. 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmilla said, avoiding eye contact. “Any girl wanting a shot at you needs to stake her claim fast. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    Was she referring to herself? Or did she know something she hadn’t told me yet? I was intrigued by this new information, but she could have just been blowing smoke up our asses to discourage Rebecca from making any moves. It seemed to have the opposite effect, though. 
 
    “Well, looks like I need to get to know you quickly,” Rebecca laughed impishly. 
 
    “I’m an open book,” I said. “Ask away.” 
 
    She studied me for a moment, leaning against her palm with her elbow on the desk before she finally said, “Nah. I’ll figure you out the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “Stalking?” Carmilla asked in a high-pitched chortle. 
 
    “Aura-reading!” she answered triumphantly, and she pulled a wand out of her bag. “Y’nah Y’nah, Et tui n’gul!” she incanted with an elaborate series of wrist movements as her gemmed dagger flashed and swept through the air. I felt no effects, but Rebecca’s eyes went wide with awe as she looked at both Carmilla and me. 
 
    “See anything interesting?” I asked. 
 
    “First of all, you reek of lust, Carmilla. So that’s out there,” she said, giving her an accusatory glance. 
 
    Carmilla blushed, but I just shrugged and flashed her a grin. “Atta girl.” 
 
    “The second thing is that Liam—” but she cut off abruptly, her face falling as she consulted the book. 
 
    “What?” I pressed. “What were you going to say?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said, looking away. Her eyes were a bit misty all of a sudden. 
 
    “What was it?” I insisted. Carmilla put her book down to listen as well. 
 
    “Liam, you have been through a lot recently, haven’t you?” she asked. 
 
    My heart throbbed, suddenly feeling the pressure of being seen and laid bare unexpectedly, having the pain I left behind find me here. I said nothing. 
 
    “You have an intense aura. The most noticeable trait I see in your aura signature looks a lot like what I read under the section for hidden pain and recent trauma.” 
 
    I teared up. Being here had been such a nice distraction. I was able to put it all out of my mind and focus on the bizarreness, the weirdness, the newness of this magical place. Maybe it was why I was so willing to delve headfirst into everything without protest. I was trying so hard to escape the memories, and yet here they were, confronting me. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Rebecca said at the sight of my tears. Carmilla rushed over to me and hugged me wordlessly. “You don’t need to say anything.” 
 
    Carmilla cooed softly and stroked my hair as she held me from behind. “—If you don’t want to. If you think it’d help, we will listen.” 
 
    “It won’t help. But I’ll tell you anyway,” I said. I took a deep breath and spoke through the tears in an unattractive, snot-filled voice. “Long story short, my whole family was killed in a car accident. I was the only survivor. And I shouldn’t have survived,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t say that. You deserved to survive as much as anyone,” Rebecca reassured me, but she didn’t get it. 
 
    “No,” I said, wiping tears away. My voice was clearer now. “I mean my side of the car was hit directly in the accident. Everyone else was hit with less force than me, but somehow I’m the only one who survived.” 
 
    Carmilla solemnly lowered her head. “That was probably the first manifestation of your powers. They protected you.” 
 
    “You’re not alone, Liam,” Rebecca said. “A lot of people here have similar stories. Powers often manifest in these kinds—” 
 
    A shrill scream sounded from outside the study room door. The door flew off its hinges in an eruption of splinters and other debris. The three of us hit the floor, seeking cover under the desks. We looked at each other for a sign that the others knew what was going on, but to little avail. Suddenly the room was dark—the candles had gone out. Only the light beyond the door offered us anything to see now, and for what sights it gave us we certainly didn’t thank it. 
 
    Rebecca screamed and her eyes glazed over in horror as she dared to look at what was coming. Something struck her, and she hit the wall and slumped to the ground with a thud, apparently unconscious. “Rebecca!” I shouted, like a fool, announcing my position. I grabbed my cane and rolled out from behind the table, tapping the ground to summon Uther. 
 
    The sight before me was far from what I expected. A goliath of a figure loomed over me, hunched so as not to burst through the ceiling. It had four spider-like legs but a very human-like upper body. Its face was a writhing star of tentacles, and at the center was a single giant yellow eye. These were only the vaguest of impressions, though, as the creature’s skin was oily black. Its torso erupted in a dance of clawed tentacles that protruded from where its gut should be. They reached and groped at me, flailing with fury and purpose, but I batted them away with my cane and dodged out of their path with an agile cartwheel. 
 
    Ouch. The landing strained my bad leg, but it was worth it to live a moment longer. 
 
    Uther charged directly at the thing, chomping at one of the tentacles, causing it to break from the body with a squirt of inky ichor. Carmilla shot out of cover and fired a few projectile blasts at it, beams of light that seemed to hit the monster like it was being assaulted with a series of baseballs thrown at high speed. The impact was real enough, but it was hard to gauge what sort of damage was inflicted on the eldritch monstrosity, if any. 
 
    “Drain Life,” Carmilla shouted to me. “Do you know it?” 
 
    I responded with a frantically spoken series of magic words. A stream of visible energy broke away from the creature and was siphoned into the ruby focus at the top of my cane. The creature seemed to shudder in response but ultimately charged me, intending to trample me with its four massive legs. But I was quicker than I looked, and I managed to roll through the legs when they lifted up before they could make their attack. 
 
    Attempting to improvise, I held the Drain Life spell I had already activated but cast it again, this time using my familiar as the point of origin and the spell's focus, effectively twin-casting the spell at a single target. The creature roared in agony when Uther joined me, and both of us were desperately absorbing the life force of the monstrosity as much as we could. I felt the soreness in my leg subside as I drained its power, making it my own. No doubt, it was working. 
 
    A barrage of white and red projectiles hit the creature from two sides. The white ones were Carmilla’s, and I was relieved now to see Rebecca on one knee firing red energy beams at the creature from the tip of her gemmed dagger. 
 
    Reinvigorated by the realization that Rebecca was alright, I dug deep within myself and tried to focus on defeating the monster. Black clouds of soul energy seeped into my cane and Uther’s maw, and the beast was beaten. It collapsed, and its limbs broke to pieces, crumbling to the ground before they ultimately steamed as black smoke in the air, evaporating into nothingness. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” I asked, rushing over to Rebecca and helping her to her feet. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. 
 
    “I’m alright,” Carmilla replied, though she was doubled over and catching her breath. “Did Uther cast a spell?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    “I cast the spell. He was the focus. It’s in that book I was reading,” I said. “I figured everyone knew how to do that, so I didn’t mention it.” 
 
    “Man, the shit in this library…” 
 
    Just then, Mr. Shaw came rushing into the room. “Is everyone alright?” he asked frantically. His eyes flitted back and forth between the three of us, and he visibly relaxed when he saw we were all conscious. I wasn’t sure if his concern was for our well-being, or if he got in trouble if anything happened here. 
 
    I gave the thumbs-up, and the librarian breathed a sigh of relief. “Ms. Waite will have me flayed for this,” he said. Welp, that answered that question. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “What was that thing?” 
 
    Mr. Shaw shrugged. “I’m not sure, though it’s far from unheard of for monsters to cause trouble in here. The concentration of magic in the library is denser than anywhere else on the entire campus. It’s the one spot where Void Things can break through the veil and find us.” 
 
    “Like, sixty percent of student casualties happen here,” Carmilla said. 
 
    I winced. “Student casualties? Are there a lot of those?” 
 
    “The better question is how many students actually make it to a life beyond Esoterica,” Rebecca said. “I swear these fucking auras will be the death of me.” She held the textbook up that she had been studying and gave it a scowl. 
 
    “Maybe we should get out of here for today,” Carmilla suggested. “I booked this study room for three hours, but it’s basically unusable now.” 
 
    I surveyed the scene. Crushed furniture, broken glass, and chunks of door littered the room, and the toxic miasma of the monster still stank to high heaven. I managed to get a peek at the title of the book that Carmilla had been reading as it lay on the floor: True Vampirism: A Pathway to Ascendancy for Half-Bloods. 
 
    We checked out our books and headed back toward the dorms at last. We hopped in the elevator, and our first stop was the fifth floor, where Rebecca’s room was. 
 
    “Well, thanks for the relaxing afternoon at the library, guys,” she said, eliciting chuckles from all of us. And then she turned to me, and to my surprise, planted a kiss on my lips. “I hope that wasn’t too forward,” she said as her cheeks went red. “Consider that me staking a claim.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said. I grinned like a fool, and I could feel the heat of blush on my own face. I looked over to Carmilla, but she was playing dumb in the corner, like she didn’t see it happen. 
 
    “Let’s get together for another study date sometime,” she whispered suggestively. “My room is 516.” 
 
    “Later,” Carmilla said, not looking at her and ignoring the overt flirtation. The elevator doors closed as Rebecca disappeared from view. “Liam, can I get off with you?” 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I tried to interpret her words correctly, rather than the way I desperately wanted to. “Yes…?” 
 
    “I mean, get off the elevator on your floor, you perv,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I want to talk about something. We can go to your room.” 
 
    “Right. Okay.” 
 
    When we got into my room, we both sat down on opposite ends of the bed with our legs crossed. I looked at Carmilla patiently, waiting for her to start. 
 
    “About your accident,” she said. 
 
    My gut stirred as I leaned back against a bedpost. I didn’t guess we’d be discussing this. I wasn’t sure how ready I was to get into it again, but I wasn’t going to stop her before she said her peace. 
 
    “It’s just that, I wanted to tell you I know what it’s like to live with guilt and loss.” 
 
    I said nothing, but I watched her compassionately. I saw through it now, the façade that she was putting up. I saw the familiar pain in her eyes, the exact same look I saw so many times in the mirror when I was at my lowest points. 
 
    “I wasn’t born a vampire,” she said. “I used a ritual I found in the library on my first day to become one. It was super risky, but I was really into vampires,” she explained. 
 
    I nodded, fully understanding the draw. I shifted my sitting position, leaning forward slightly, trying to encourage her with open and friendly body language. 
 
    “Anyway, my real name isn’t Carmilla Tepes. It’s Amanda Johnson.” 
 
    If I had been drinking water at that moment, it would have been a spit-take for sure. “Amanda Johnson?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yep. California girl here. Different Earth than you, though.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. 
 
    “I used to go back to visit my grandma after I passed my first-year test. She raised me. My parents lived somewhere off in Europe and left me with my nana when I was barely walking and talking,” she said. 
 
    “Why did you stop visiting her?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I ate her, Liam.” 
 
    The silence was brutal. I felt worse every second I didn’t react, but I didn’t know what to say. My eyes bulged practically out of their sockets from the revelation, but I stammered when I tried to find words. 
 
    “It’s okay. I know. I’m a monster,” she said, looking at the wall. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I said. “You were with me all day. I bled multiple times, and you controlled yourself. You must have learned control since then.” 
 
    “That control won’t bring back my nana,” she said. 
 
    “No, it won’t,” I agreed. “Then we’re the same.” 
 
    She scoffed. “Hardly. You survived when your family died. I literally ate the only living family member that I knew.” 
 
    “I was arguing with my dad. He was driving,” I said. “He turned around to look at me and didn’t see the truck coming when he made the turn.” I could still see it in my mind, still see his angry face and the way the truck collided with us, like it was happening here and now. I shivered. 
 
    Carmilla shook her head stiffly, her fists clenched at her side. “It’s not even close to the same,” she said, and she was right, of course. “But I’m not telling you that you don’t have a right to grieve or even feel guilty. All I’m saying is this.” She scooted forward and grabbed my hand. “You’re not alone. And now, neither am I.” 
 
    I smiled at her. Her lips curled weakly as she tried to smile but in the end, she couldn’t manage. 
 
    “You need to know something. Today, what we did in the circle,” she began. 
 
    I bit my tongue, trying not to comment before I knew where this was going. 
 
    “I was going to bite you. I knew I couldn’t control it for too long. The sexual act, that helped. It calmed me down. But deep down, I’m still a monster. I would have killed you, Liam.” 
 
    I reached out and stroked her long black hair, trying to reassure her, but she broke away from me, swatting away my caress as though she felt undeserving of it. 
 
    “When I saw Rebecca go down today, you know what my first thought was?” 
 
    I just looked at her and waited, sure I wasn’t going to like whatever she said. 
 
    “I thought, ‘she looks so delicious.’” She buried her face in her hands and sobbed. “I’m the fucking worst.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve been a great Integration Assistant at least,” I chuckled, trying to lighten up the moment. 
 
    She ignored my comment and wiped her eyes, but they still streamed with red tears that smeared her eyeliner. “Aww fuck, I’m a mess now!” she whined. “Vampire bullshit.” 
 
    I handed her a handkerchief, and she wiped her eyes. “Carmilla, I have an idea,” I said trying not to react to the fact that she was weeping blood. 
 
    “Huh?” was all she could manage, looking into my eyes between sobs. 
 
    “Let’s both just promise to do our best to be good friends to each other. Fuck everyone else. We can at least be faithful to one another. It’s an easy place to start.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, daring to smile gently. “At least I’ll have you.” She sighed contentedly. “Well, and Dahlia.” 
 
    Her name triggered me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh, I just mean she’s my bestie here. She makes me feel better in the same way that you do,” she explained. 
 
    I was lost in my thoughts again, but I was also getting tired. “I think I’m going to sleep soon. Do you want to crash here tonight?” I asked, not meaning anything suggestive about it. I was genuinely offering comfort to a friend. 
 
    “Nah, I’ll head back to my room. I need to relieve myself in the bathroom soon, and I don’t want to do it in yours,” she said, smirking through the bloody tears. 
 
    “Mighty considerate of you,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Do you still want to be my friend now that you know girls pee, too?” she joked. 
 
    I laughed. “I’m more surprised that vampires pee.” 
 
    “Ah. That. Well, I’m actually, technically, not a full vampire yet,” she said. “I’m a dhampir, or half-vampire. I need to complete another ritual to go full-blooded. But it’s easier to just say vampire. I mean, you must have noticed I walk around during the day.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier just to get turned by a real vampire?” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, “but then you’re their thrall, and not a free vampire.” 
 
    “And why don’t you just stay a dhampir?” I asked. 
 
    “Vampires are more in control of their urges—and stronger. I will have some restrictions, but I’ll be tougher and more able to control myself as a true vampire,” she explained. “And it becomes possible to grow in power and rank up to something called a Vampire Queen. Dhampir can’t do that.” 
 
    “Well, if you need any help, I’m glad to be of assistance,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you!” she exclaimed, taking my hands. “I do need a necromancer for the ritual to work. That’s why I chose today to pick up that book in the library. For the first time in my life, I have access to one—you!” 
 
    “What do I need to do?” I said, excited to be of use. 
 
    “Let’s save it for another day. There are some things I’ll need to take care of first. Like reading the damn book, and gathering specific items,” she said, beaming at me graciously. 
 
    I gave her a thumbs up. “Got it. Sounds good. Anyway, thanks for everything.” I walked her to the door. 
 
    “Yeah, see you tomorrow at breakfast maybe?” she said. 
 
    “Sure, of course.” 
 
    Carmilla turned around, and I was set to close the door when suddenly she pivoted on her heel and walked back toward me, planting a forceful kiss on my lips. She slipped a tongue inside, and I responded in kind, wrapping my arms around her back and pulling her in tight. The kiss only lasted for a few minutes, and then we were staring each other in the eyes quietly. 
 
    I reached to close the door and tried to pull her back into the room, but to my confusion she rejected me. 
 
    “Oh, no, I’m still going. I really do need to pee,” she said. 
 
    “Then what was that?” I asked, puzzled at the timing of such an invigorating kiss. 
 
    She flashed a wicked look at me and buried her face in my chest. “That was just me staking my claim.” 
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   I  swallowed hard, quaking from a combination of nerves and anticipation. The sensation that I was feeling was a mix of dread and excitement. It was my first actual session with the Headmistress, and I had no clue what to expect. Would she be cruel? In my brief encounter with her on my first day, she certainly had the makings of a stern mistress. I couldn’t imagine anyone I knew walking away from her unintimidated. 
 
    Then again, I wondered, maybe she wouldn’t be that terrifying. Kind? Likely not. But she did seem to take a pronounced interest in me, for whatever reason. That much seemed clear from our short interaction. I supposed I appreciated that. 
 
    I stood outside of ornately carved oaken double doors. Above the doors was a bas relief depicting a scene with a group of fish-like people circling some kind of gargantuan sea monster, itself also appearing to be some sort of fish and human hybrid. It had a rather sinister vibe to it. It did nothing to calm my jitters. 
 
    With a sigh, I finally worked up the courage to knock. I was a little bit early, but better early than late, I figured. When I lifted my knuckles to the wood, though, the doors pushed open on their own without so much as a creak. The room's interior was dark but for a single candle lighting a desk in the corner off to my right. 
 
    “Come in, Mr. Elloway,” came a deep, reverberating feminine voice. It seemed disembodied in the darkness, but as I stepped into the room, candles and oil lamps slowly began lighting themselves in every corner, revealing dozens, perhaps hundreds of shelves lining the walls, each with hundreds of books upon them. Aside from the shelves, the room was lightly furnished. There was a large circular red rug at the center of the floor and the aforementioned desk and chair, but the room was surprisingly open and—it may go without saying—large. 
 
    I felt goosebumps forming on the back of my neck. When the candles had finished lighting, I became aware of a cold hand on my shoulder. I practically jumped out of my skin. I turned to face my assailant and was not surprised at who I saw. 
 
    “Weak. Slow,” said the voice of Headmistress Waite as she crossed in front of me. “Pathetic.” It was a sort of low growl which plainly spelled out her disdain for my apparent show of vulnerability. 
 
    The power dynamic between us was immediately unmistakable. I was startled at the surprise and irritated by the onslaught of harsh words, but I dared not speak out against her. Instead, I took a breath and bowed my head in respect. 
 
    “Headmistress, you caught me by surprise,” I said, ignoring her string of insults entirely. 
 
    “Yes, very well.” She affixed a pair of spectacles to her face. “Let us begin. You are soft, brittle clay, Mr. Elloway, but you must be molded nonetheless.” 
 
    “And it’s wonderful to see you again, too, Headmistress.” I could only reply with sarcasm at the barrage of epithets. 
 
    One of the corners of her lips turned upwards in a wry smirk. “Finally, some signs of a backbone.” She sat down, but there was no chair there. For a moment, I thought she would fall straight to the floor, but by the time she had fully bent her knees, a seat had appeared for her out of thin air. With a snap of her fingers, another chair appeared behind me, pushing itself forward and once again, like my first encounter with the Headmistress, buckling my knees, forcing me to sit. 
 
    She took a sip from a cup of tea that hadn’t been in her hand even a moment before, and by the time her hand was lowered to her lap, the cup had vanished. “Mr. Elloway,” she began. “Let this be your first lesson. The universe is the playground of the powerful, as much as it is the prison of the weak. You have been a prisoner your whole life, but fate saw fit to grant you the keys to your freedom.” 
 
    I grimaced at her words. How deeply nihilistic, I thought. 
 
    She picked up on the implications of whatever facial expression I ended up making. “Mr. Elloway, the radius of the known universe is well over fifty billion light-years, and that’s assuming your planet, Earth, is at the center. And by now, you’ve hopefully realized that our universe is one of trillions.” 
 
    My mouth hung dumbly open. I hadn’t ever considered the numbers in a philosophical sense before. “What does that have to do with us?” I asked, trying to connect the dots. “I thought I was here to learn to be a necromancer.” 
 
    “It has everything to do with us. Please stand.” 
 
    I complied with her command and felt the chair predictably vanish beneath me as I stood. 
 
    “How is the leg?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s better, thank you. When I hold the cane by the focus, the pain hurts much less,” I admitted. 
 
    She smiled. It was an eerie thing to witness on her normally stoic face, but it was fleeting. “You will want to get that leg fixed eventually. I can’t have you so compromised once you start going on longer assignments.” 
 
    Get it fixed? Was that an option? Doctors had told me that it would likely be a condition that followed me for the rest of my life without excessive physical therapy. And I could just magic it away? 
 
    I suddenly became aware of my nerves. I wanted to get things rolling, now more than ever. I didn’t want to be an ableist, but I missed walking without pain. I missed the freedom of movement, of not having people feel like they needed to help me stand every time I get up. If there was a way to ‘fix’ my leg, I wanted to get the wheels in motion. “Headmistress, what would you have me do first?” 
 
    She waved her hand, and a pair of carcasses appeared on the ground. I took a step back in surprise. They stank. 
 
    “Surprise me,” she said, gesturing blankly toward the bodies. 
 
    The first body belonged to a pig. I didn’t want to keep her waiting, so I figured I’d go with the first spell I could remember rather than the most impressive. 
 
    “H’thoth Kn’roth’a!” I shouted with a jabbing gesture beginning with an elbow extension, just as I’d read. My focus lit up as I completed the incantation, and the pig’s body instantly evaporated into a foul gaseous cloud. 
 
    Holding her nose and waving a hand, she wasted no time in dispelling the gas with a flick of her wrist. “Interesting. Next, please.” 
 
    For the next corpse, I wanted to try something a bit different. “H’thoth Yig’kcharn!” This body, belonging to a sheep, didn’t turn into a gas. Instead, it liquefied into a red mess. 
 
    “Flesh to Blood,” Headmistress Waite said with a nod. “Very well. Tell me, can you create a minion?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know that one just yet,” I said. “I only memorized the introductory text so far.” 
 
    Her eyes glistened in fascination. “Memorized? As in the whole thing?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded, suddenly finding some confidence. “Yeah, every spell, anyway. Not all the theory just yet, but most.” 
 
    “Impressive, Mr. Elloway,” she said, bringing her hands together with a satisfied look. “And excellent restraint, by the way,” she added. “Most students jump into the more advanced texts far before they’re ready.” 
 
    “Does that ever end badly?” I asked. 
 
    She laughed a cold, harsh laugh. “Yes, yes it does.” And then she stood. “Very well, I have seen what I needed to see. You possess the makings of a powerful necromancer. But you need to strengthen both your body and your mind, and we will need to expedite your studies as much as possible. I want you to begin your assignments sooner rather than later.” 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    She smirked. “Do not be afraid. When I’m through with you, there will be few singular forces in the multiverse that could take you down.” 
 
    I felt my face react in shock to her words. “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. “Do you really think so?” 
 
    “I know so,” she replied smugly. “Mr. Elloway, I would like to meet your familiar now.” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” I summoned Uther. The little white fox with starry eyes appeared before the Headmistress. She crouched down to get a closer look. To my surprise, she even petted Uther on the head. 
 
    “Uh, professor, can I see yours?” I asked. She looked up at me and smirked. The room instantly felt a bit smaller as a bear-sized gray wolf appeared before me and stared directly in my face. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “Uther will grow, too,” she said. “If you want him to, anyway. And if you nurture him with the bounties of your assignments.” She stood back up. She clearly wanted to say something, but she hesitated—a rare hint of an emotion in her other than judgmental snark. 
 
    “What is it, Headmistress?” I dared to ask. 
 
    She looked back down at my familiar’s eyes. “Your fate is clearly tied to the celestial girl, Dahlia,” she said. “Have you met her?” 
 
    I grunted. To some degree I’d expected a comment. “What can you tell me about that?” 
 
    She just shook her head. “I don’t want to attempt to extrapolate meaning from hundreds of possibilities. Suffice it to say, though, you should get to know her. She will empower you.” 
 
    I detected something in her expression; a hint, perhaps, that she was holding back from me. I almost considered calling her out on it but thought better of it. 
 
    “Have you seen her familiar, Liam?” she asked, stroking Uther behind the ears. 
 
    I was about to shake my head when I suddenly remembered. “Oh, yeah. The gecko.” 
 
    “With a skull pattern on its face,” she noted. “I have long thought it strange that a Divination sorceress would have such a necromantic familiar, but she’s linked to you just as you are to her.” 
 
    A moment of quiet passed as the two of us lingered in our own thoughts, but eventually, Headmistress Waite broke the silence. “In any case, we’re done here for today,” she spoke. 
 
    I blinked at the abruptness of it. “That’s it? I’ve been here maybe ten minutes,” I said. 
 
    “I wanted to size you up. Now I have. Here is what comes next. You need to improve your combat capabilities. I heard of your little incident in the library, Mr. Elloway.” 
 
    “Did I handle myself poorly?” I asked. 
 
    “Not particularly, no. But you lack application. Find someone to practice combat with, and for Dagon’s sake, learn more offensive magic,” she said with a flick of her wrist. The door behind me flung open, and the lights extinguished themselves one by one. “And come back to me before noon on the day you return from your first assignment,” she said in a psychic voice that splintered in my mind. “And don’t be late.” 
 
    When the Headmistress was either totally obscured by darkness or vanished altogether, and the only light source was the light coming from the hallway outside, I knew that I was supposed to leave. So I did. 
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   W ell, at least I knew what I needed to do next. I lit the lamp and several candles in my room and sat at the desk, poring over tome after tome. Minutes turned to hours, and hours quickly turned to a day. I was not surprised that no one had come looking for me, nor was I particularly disappointed, really. Some of them were probably on assignments, and they had their own shit to do. I would see most of them the next time I remembered to show up for breakfast. 
 
    Just as that thought crossed my mind, however, someone knocked on the door. I sat up, suddenly stirred from my devoted studies of arcane knowledge. As I turned to look at the door, half-convinced that the sound was just in my head—perhaps a symptom of my repressed loneliness—my eyes clamored to readjust. The blurry door came clearer into view, and I heard the sound again. Then a voice came from the other side. 
 
    “Hey Liam, you there, dude?” It was Randolph. 
 
    “One sec,” I said, standing up and stretching as I limped toward the door. I opened it, and there on the other side of the doorway was not just Randolph but Rebecca, the girl I’d studied with in the library a few days prior. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” I said with a hint of surprise in my voice. “How’s it going? What’s up?” 
 
    “We were just going to head over to the stadium to practice,” he said, using his thumb to point behind him toward Rebecca. “Becca suggested we invite you because no one’s seen you around much since the thing at the library.” 
 
    Rebecca looked a bit concerned. “You doing alright, Liam?” 
 
    I had been doing just fine, but that question triggered something in me. I’d heard it too many times before in a different context. I stepped aside and gestured at my desk, trying to hide my internal turmoil. I dismissed another flashback to the accident, shaking my head, and addressed them. 
 
    “I’ve just been studying attack magic and curses,” I said. “Headmistress Waite is riding my ass to improve my combat skills.” 
 
    “Sounds kinky,” Randolph said with snark. “Carmilla told me you were getting tutored by her. That’s intense.” 
 
    Rebecca stepped forward. “Well, if you’re working on combat magic, you should go to the stadium with us. They have homunculi and flesh golems you can practice on.” Her hand found my shoulder and offered a flirty caress that Randolph seemed oblivious to. I did not reject it. 
 
    “I only know what you’re talking about because of Dungeons & Dragons,” I confessed. 
 
    “Nerd,” Randolph laughed, punching me in the shoulder. “C’mon bitch, let’s go.” 
 
    I followed them to the stadium. It was a short walk from the dorm, not even halfway across the campus. I had seen it before on my tour with Carmilla, but she didn’t say all that much about it at the time, likely owing to the fact that we had ‘shit to do’ as she said. 
 
    “The stadium is a place where you can have duels with other students or practice your most deadly spells on golems and homunculi,” Randolph explained. “It’s the most crowded place on campus most of the time, but it’s early in the evening on a typical assignment day, so we should be fine.” 
 
    The stadium reminded me of the Globe Theatre with its architecture, Victorian influences everywhere, but it was also similar to the Colosseum in Rome, only much smaller. As we approached, I could hear the sounds of spells being flung inside. When I headed through the doors, my jaw dropped at what I saw. About fifteen or so students were scattered across a dusty field, hurling colorful spells of all types at lumbering zombie-like creatures. 
 
    Three things struck me as I surveyed the field. Firstly, this seemed to be as much of a place for students to vent their frustrations as it was a place of study. Some students were clearly freaking out on their living dummies, ripping them to pieces again and again with horribly violent spells and curses and then waiting for them to regenerate so they could do it all over again. Others were studiously practicing a single spell on repeat, trying to make the words and accompanying gestures more natural. 
 
    The second thing that struck me was the variety of the students. They all wore the school’s standard black cloak over their clothes, but there was certainly quite an assortment of outfits here. Some of them looked very modern. Others were surprisingly anachronistic or alien to me. And of course, the mages all appeared to be of different backgrounds. Some had horns, antlers, pointed ears, an odd number of eyes, or skin tones of unusual colors. 
 
    The third thing that struck me was the debris from someone else’s explosive spell. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted, gripping the side of my face where the rock had hit me. 
 
    “Sorry!” a young woman shouted back to me. She had one green eye centered on her face and stood about six and a half feet tall. After her half-assed apology, she got right back to recklessly blasting the hell out of her target. 
 
    Within a few minutes, I was taught by Randolph and Rebecca how to check out my own homunculus. It was an ugly, mindless thing, with a vaguely humanoid shape that looked like meat slapped on the frame of a man-sized doll. The flesh golems, another option, reminded me more of Frankenstein’s monster. Once Rebecca and Randolph had our target ready to go, we escorted it back onto the field. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked. 
 
    “Now we destroy the fucker,” Randolph said. He had a cocky smirk. “Watch this.” He muttered an incantation and shot out a bolt of flame that set the homunculus ablaze. To my surprise, it screamed. 
 
    “Damn, that’s dark.” 
 
    “Yeah, they don’t have to do that, but I prefer it when they do,” Randolph said. “I don’t want to be caught off guard when I ignite a real person, y’know?” 
 
    I was disturbed by this. “You ever kill a good person?” 
 
    “No such thing,” Rebecca laughed. Her cavalier dismissal surprised me. “My turn.” She walked out toward the spot that Randolph had been occupying, and they switched places with a high five. She also flashed me the universal sign for eating pussy while Randolph’s back was turned. 
 
    Rebecca was not much more merciful. Once the homunculus was ready, she cast a spell that shot a succession of percussive missiles rapidly at the monstrosity, causing bits and pieces of it to be shredded, with limbs and chunks of flesh hitting the ground nearby. Damn. 
 
    It’s not that I couldn’t do it. I was aware of these kinds of spells from my studying. Hell, I knew a few myself. But seeing them performed on something living, even if it was a mockery of a living thing… It shook me. 
 
    “Your turn, bud,” Randolph said as Rebecca walked out of her spot. I slowly took her place. “Have fun with it, Liam. Do something gnarly.” 
 
    Something gnarly, I thought. When in Rome, I guess. “Are these things technically undead?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Randolph said. 
 
    “They are,” Rebecca confirmed. She flashed me a curious look, eagerly anticipating whatever I was about to try. 
 
    I grinned. I needed minion practice anyway. I began a stream of incantations under my breath, gripping my focus in one hand and raising the other palm outstretched toward the homunculus. A black mist poured from my palm and found its way across the field, entering the mouth, eyes, and ears of the undead thing. 
 
    “Flay yourself,” I said. I looked at Randolph. “How’s this for gnarly?” 
 
    The creature began ripping at its own flesh, tearing it off in chunks, starting with its face. It hurled its pieces against the ground, screaming all the while. It sickened me, but I didn’t want to appear weak to my friends. After a little while, though, I couldn’t watch it anymore. I looked over at Rebecca and Randolph. They had no such qualms. 
 
    “Not gonna lie, my dude, that’s pretty fucking gnarly,” Randolph said, flashing me a thumbs up even as his face twisted in disgust. 
 
    “Practice aiming a projectile to finish him off,” Rebecca suggested. 
 
    I raised my hand again, and with a quick incantation, a flaming skull shot out from it, hitting the homunculus and exploding. Bits and pieces of it were scattered all over the grounds of the stadium, and I noticed at this moment that I had amassed a few admirers and curious onlookers. One voice from far behind me even shouted, “Nice!” 
 
    I, on the other hand, felt sick to my stomach. I needed to bury that squeamishness if I was going to survive. That much was for certain. I sensed none of that weakness in anyone out here. Not one of my peers seemed to have the same moral hang-ups, and while that disturbed and confused me, it also triggered my survival instincts. I was the weakest link, and I couldn’t stand for that. 
 
    “Randolph,” I said, “how did you get comfortable with this level of violence?” 
 
    “My dad was an adventurer and monster hunter. He went to this school, so I kind of grew up thinking about it. Never seemed weird to me.” He scratched his head thoughtfully. “Guess it is kind of brutal, though.” 
 
    Rebecca chimed in, walking closer to me. “Personally, I was just like you when I started, Liam.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, somewhat reassured. 
 
    “Yeah, really. But on my first mission, it got real. ‘Kill or be killed’ kind of stuff. You’d be surprised what you can get used to.” She shuddered at the remembrance. 
 
    I sighed. “I guess that’s what I figured.” 
 
    I continued to practice with them for a few hours, taking breaks here and there. I felt confident that I was doing pretty well for my level of experience—none. I easily kept pace with my two peers, and while they quickly fell into repeating their go-to spells, again and again, I made a point of trying something new every few minutes. 
 
    After a while, Randolph seemed to suddenly remember the time. “Oh shit, I have to get going. Class in five minutes. You guys can keep practicing without me,” he said. 
 
    Rebecca and I bid Randolph farewell and waved as he left. As soon as he was out of sight, Rebecca pivoted directly toward me. Before she could say anything, though, I spoke up with my own suggestion. “Want to actually get a thorough look at the inside of my room?” I asked, my tone dripping with clear intent. 
 
    “Did the Headmistress already teach you mind-reading?” she said with a wink. It was disarming seeing a wink so perfectly executed after all the time I spent with Carmilla the first few days. 
 
    I laughed and lightly slapped her ass. With a bit of a squeal from Rebecca, we started running toward the dormitory. I was surprised at myself for this kind of initiative. Normally I wouldn’t be so forward, but after what I did to that homunculus, getting my dick wet would be a refreshing palate-cleanser. 
 
    “I’m on my period, though,” Rebecca noted with a hint of worry in her voice. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I know Blood to Water.” 
 
    Rebecca’s eyes widened at that little revelation. She took a deep breath and looked at the sky. “Daddy, I’m about to fuck a necromancer.” 
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   I  tried not to dwell much on the impurity of my intentions as I eagerly stripped the clothes off my beautiful classmate. A lot had happened since I’d arrived, too much in such a short time, really, but at the moment I only knew one thing for certain: I needed this. 
 
    As soon as the door to my room had closed, our hands found each other’s bodies and immediately went to the task of exploring. There were awkward smiles and brief moments of eye contact at first, but the pace quickly ramped up the moment I gripped the bottom of Rebecca’s blouse and tugged upward suggestively. 
 
    With a nod from her signaling consent and certainty, I did the rest of the work with enthusiasm, unbuttoning the top few buttons so that the shirt could quickly be pulled over her head and tossed aside where it would find the black marble floor of my room. 
 
    Rebecca, now shirtless, took a moment to scan the room and take a breath before allowing me to proceed. I had decorated everything according to my understanding of what a necromancer was, which admittedly came primarily from Diablo 2 on the PC. The walls were black, my decor was skeletal and gothic, and black and white candles lit the room from a grand bone-hewn candelabra that hung over us. 
 
    “I love what you’ve done with the place,” she said, as I fumbled with unhooking her bra. No sooner had she finished expressing the sentiment than did her breasts fall free of their polyester prison. I had to take a moment to ogle, and I chuckled as Rebecca’s face went crimson at my staring. 
 
    Her breasts fit her figure well. She was thin-waisted but with wide hips, and the boobs were supple enough to complement them perfectly. She wasn’t as petite as Carmilla. No, she was noticeably curvier, and that wasn’t a bad thing at all. Back where I came from, a girl like Rebecca would still be out of my league, easily, but somehow things were different here. Maybe sorceresses are just horny? I mused. 
 
    Now it was her turn to battle against my clothes. My shirt slid off smoothly enough, but she struggled with the belt for a moment until I took the time to help her. As I unbuckled it, I leaned in to kiss her. 
 
    “Not on the lips,” she said. “Not during sex. That’s my rule.” 
 
    I blinked, caught by surprise. “Okay.” Fine with me. But I was curious. “Can I ask why?” I asked as she peeled both my pants and boxers off, discarding them beside her bra and shirt and both our cloaks. 
 
    Rebecca was about to reply when suddenly a stunned look graced her pretty face as her jaw dropped at the sight of my already-erect cock that now was displayed before her. “I only tongue-kiss the boy I’m dating,” she managed to say after a moment, failing to break her gaze from my manhood. 
 
    “Got it,” I said, thumb to my cheek in a teasing expression. “So, I guess we aren’t dating.” 
 
    For a moment, Rebecca crossed her arms at me with an irritated expression on her face. “Is wagging your elephant trunk of a dick at me your idea of romantically asking a girl out?” 
 
    I laughed and pulled her in with one arm around her back. The opposite hand wasted no time in exploring her heavy breasts. If Rebecca had been annoyed with me before, she had quickly forgotten it as she let out a tiny moan and melted into my embrace. 
 
    One smooth hand found the tip of my cock and began stroking it as I played with the sexy brunette’s tits. She has some technique, I noted internally. She pumped my throbbing manhood with admirable purpose and skill. At one point, I worried she was losing interest, but I soon realized she was only taking her hand away from my cock for a moment so that she could spit on it, lubricating it for a more pleasurable experience—a pro move. I immediately noted the difference and felt my awareness shifting to how close I was getting to bursting already. 
 
    I won’t be defeated this easily, I swore to myself. I reached my arms fully around Rebecca and lifted her by the ass, maneuvering her into a more versatile position. She squealed in arousal and bit my neck playfully, hard enough to leave a mark, as I threw her onto the bed. 
 
    “Come to mama,” she said with a seductive moan, peeling off her skirt and panties with a single downward motion. 
 
    That was all I needed to hear. I practically leapt atop her and began kissing the length of her body, from her neckline, slowly down to her nipples, where I lingered a while to savor the taste of her breasts in my mouth. I smelled her flowery perfume, and it only aggravated my state of arousal. Rebecca moaned softly and tugged at my hair lustfully as my tongue traced her areolas. 
 
    But the taste and smell of her breasts wasn’t enough. I had built up a far more demanding appetite these last few days. I continued my lips’ pilgrimage downward, and as I reached the brunette’s belly button, she tightened up as she realized where I was headed. 
 
    As I continued to kiss her midriff and move toward her well-groomed pubic region, one of my fingers traced the exterior of her pussy lips, hoping to stimulate enough to make sure that the clit was exposed and ready in time for the arrival of my lascivious tongue. To my delight, she was already sopping wet, and her little clit was proudly open for business. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked in a breathy huff, momentarily loosening her grip on my hair. “Let me take out the tampon before you go too deep, there.” 
 
    I did as she requested, then followed through by muttering an incantation, and with that, the period blood was all gone, turned to purified water. I wasted no time in ravishing her engorged, overly wet slit, probing her tunnel with my fingers, but spending most of my energy rapidly flicking her swollen clitoris with my tongue. 
 
    Immediately, Rebecca tightened her grip on my hair in response once again. She ground her sex into my face savagely, practically drowning me in her nectar. I came up gasping for air a few times but wasted little time in getting right back to work. 
 
    To my delight, I felt her body spasming and became aware of the sharp shortening of breaths that were unmistakably the prelude to an orgasm. So soon, I thought, pleased with myself. It always used to take me much longer to get a chick to this point. Within moments, Rebecca was not just breathing hard but screaming in climactic bliss as she gifted my mouth with her juices. 
 
    I grinned up at her. “Seems like you had f—” 
 
    I was interrupted by a forceful pulling of my head toward her face, and before I knew it, her tongue was mingling with mine. We continued to kiss like that, but now I was atop her, my body parallel with hers, and my engorged cock was getting its own ideas as it hovered over her drenched pussy. 
 
    I teased her entrance with the tip of my shaft as I exchanged wet kisses with her hungry lips. She didn’t make any motion or noise to suggest I stop, so I took the initiative. 
 
    Sliding inside her was as easy as anything in my life had ever been. Her slippery warmth greeted my cock with the most pleasurable friction I had felt in a while. This was damn good sex. 
 
    I thrust into her, and we both moaned in unison as my body beat against hers. Within moments, my partner’s breathing had quickened again, and each push into her pussy left her moaning or gasping in a tone much higher than I previously thought her capable of. The erotic noises urged me closer to the edge, but I willed myself to stay strong and see this thing through until she was finished once more. 
 
    It was a hard-fought victory. As I felt her walls beginning to clench, I breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that my prize was on the other side of those lustful hips grinding against mine. I continued dutifully as long as I could, but when she began screaming with her second orgasm of the night, I, too, released my payload. Our fluids mingled as I filled her up with a potent dose of semen. 
 
    I collapsed atop her, and our sweaty bodies were practically one. She threw her arms around me, breathing hard like she had just run a marathon. 
 
    She patted me on the back. “Good job, buddy,” she said between gasps. The expression struck me as hilarious in this situation, and I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. 
 
    “I thought you had a no kissing rule?” I eventually asked. 
 
    “That rule almost always goes out the window when I cum,” she admitted, putting her arms behind her head, drawing my eyes to her awesome breasts. 
 
    “Nice,” I said with another laugh. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now you can pull out,” she said, pointing to my dick, still firmly inside her. 
 
    I pouted. “But it’s so warm and comfy,” I whined. I complied anyway and rolled over next to her on the bed, quite exhausted myself. We both turned our heads to the side to face one another and shared an affectionate look for a long, wonderful minute. 
 
    Our post-coital bliss was interrupted too soon, however, with a knock at my door. The pair of us looked at the door and then back to each other nervously as we hastily threw clothes back on, making a very suspicious amount of noise. 
 
    “Who is it?” I shouted. “Just a sec!” 
 
    “It’s your favorite vampire girl,” came a cute sing-song voice. “Open up! I’ve got a surprise for you.” 
 
    I opened the door just as I threw the last article of clothing on that I had time for—my shirt. It was inside out, and I knew my hair was disheveled and I was covered with sweat—and other things. The same was true for Rebecca, whose cheeks were noticeably rosy and, depending on how perceptive Carmilla was, still had juices running down her thighs. 
 
    I clocked it. It took about half a second for Carmilla to see what was going on. “Holy shit it smells like sex in here.” Her eyes went to Rebecca, who was wearing a shirt but clearly no bra. “Nice.” 
 
    “Hey Car-Car,” Rebecca waved awkwardly. “What’s up?” 
 
    “His dick,” she said, pointing at a lingering bulge in my pants. “But girl, no judging here. We’re ‘cock cousins’ now,” she said with an attempted wink that was so bad it was almost offensive. 
 
    Rebecca’s eyes suddenly shot open so wide that I was worried for them. “You two… you and—” 
 
    “I blew him,” Carmilla said with a dismissive wave. “And he ate my… you know what, never mind.” 
 
    “You know how she can get at the sight of blood,” I teased. Rebecca and I both laughed at her expense. 
 
    “Oh, fuck right off,” Carmilla said, punching my shoulder playfully. 
 
    I smelled opportunity here. “We could make the Cock Cousins thing official if you want,” I suggested, putting my hand around Carmilla’s back and pulling her into the room playfully. 
 
    “Calm down there, dude,” she said, gently pushing me away. “Sheath your sword. I came to ask if you’d want to be my assignment partner this weekend. Headmistress Waite has been hounding me to invite you.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” I said. 
 
    Rebecca looked at me, stunned. “No, not ‘sure.’ You need to know the details, idiot!” 
 
    “Relax, Becca, he’s new,” Carmilla said. “Liam, it’s going to be an extermination and retrieval mission. I need to go to a temple and kill a bunch of aliens and take any magical artifacts I can find.” 
 
    I winced. “Whoa. Are they evil or something?” 
 
    Carmilla shrugged. “Huh? The aliens? I dunno. Sure. They’re evil. Does that mean you’ll help me?” 
 
    That wasn’t the most convincing line, but I didn’t want to turn Carmilla down. “Well, they aren’t, like, innocent, are they?” 
 
    “These are alien cultists worshiping Cthulhu,” she explained, leaning against the door behind her and folding her arms. “Not innocent.” 
 
    “Cthulhu?” I asked. “As in the monster from Lovecraft’s books?” 
 
    “The Great Old One, yeah,” she said. “He’s real. Lovecraft was a prophet masquerading as a writer. Some people in this school descend from people he wrote about.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Randolph Carter III,” I said with a wave of realization. “So, his grandpa was the Randolph Carter?” 
 
    “Bingo,” she answered. She took a big breath, about to launch into another monologue, I could tell. “Liam, here’s the truth. Nothing matters except what you choose to do with your life. Not good. Not evil. None of that matters. There are as many sentient species in the multiverse as there are humans on your version of Earth. Maybe more. The only thing that matters is what you choose to do with all of it because in terms of the scope of creation, we are less than microscopic.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said, eyes wide. 
 
    “Unholy Lilith, Car-Car, way to unload on him.” 
 
    “Someone has to,” she said, making a serious face. “That’s why I’m inviting you on this mission. You need to get in the thick of this shit. You need to internalize your situation fast. No more coddling.” 
 
    I gulped nervously, even as I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “You in or not?” she asked me plainly, apparently not taking nonverbal cues as gospel. I also couldn’t help but notice she seemed a little annoyed with Rebecca and me as her narrowed eyes kept looking back and forth between us and she kept a certain distance from me that was unlike any other time we’d been together. 
 
    “I’m in,” I said. I sat back down on the bed. The sheets were damp. “If what you said is true, then it doesn’t matter much if I live or die on the mission anyway.” 
 
    Carmilla smiled and jabbed me in the shoulder. “Hell yeah! That’s the spirit!” But then her expression turned stern, and she looked back and forth between both me and my recent sex partner. “But now I have a serious question,” she said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Are you guys… exclusive?” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-11 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I  had spent a lot of time in the stadium and in the library preparing for this mission, planning for any eventuality I could, over the last few days. The issue was that being constrained to only one school of magic, especially one as niche and rare as Necromancy, really seemed to limit the toolkit I had available to me. Sure, there were magical workarounds for most situations, but the necromantic solutions were often much less elegant or simple than those offered by other Affinities. 
 
    I could only transmute certain items, and even then, only if I was turning something to or from flesh, bone, or blood. I could rot things rapidly, or drain life force, but I couldn’t heal others worth a damn. I could put someone in a state of undeath, from which they might later be revived, but that took immense sustained focus and couldn’t be done for long. And I could raise the dead, sure, but they became mindless, soulless minions. 
 
    But I excelled at some things, too. And the fact that my magic was so rare was an advantage. It was doubtful that my opponents, in just about any situation, would have any idea what to expect or how to counter me. 
 
    Carmilla and I stood at the edge of a cliff about a mile outside the campus and to the east. 
 
    “I’m going to open the portal,” she said, looking over the edge. 
 
    “How do you do that?” 
 
    “Mission crystals contain portal coordinates. Just shatter them and scatter their dust off the side of the cliff,” she said. 
 
    “And then a portal opens, and we walk into it?” 
 
    “We jump into it,” she corrected me, gesturing to the precipice. “Portals open horizontally, not vertically, so the crystal dust needs to be tossed over a ledge.” 
 
    I shook my head fervently. Jumping off a cliff? “Fuck that.” 
 
    “You are not chickening out now, Elloway,” she growled at me as she began crumbling the crystal in her hands. I winced at the way she called me by my last name, reminded of awful memories of brutal elementary school teachers at Catholic school. She scattered the dust off the side of the mountain, and a fissure ripped open in mid-air, suspended by nothing. I could see red stars and another alien landscape on the other side, even weirder than the one we stood on now. 
 
    Without another word, she leapt into the air and fell off the side of the cliff into the crack in reality, which had already begun shrinking. I could see only one option, not wanting to be left behind or known as a deserter, and I certainly couldn’t live with myself if something happened to Carmilla when I was supposed to be backing her up. With a deep breath, I summoned the courage I required to leap, and I, too, flew through the air, landing in the trans-dimensional gateway. 
 
    There was a paradoxical flash of darkness. It offended my eyes, as though it were blindingly bright, but it was actually an unfamiliar blackness that gripped me as I fell through space, landing roughly on the other side of the portal moments later. The moments, however, felt like minutes as my mind reeled in confusion from the disorienting effects of this very unfamiliar means of transportation. 
 
    I reorientated myself and was relieved to see Carmilla already on her feet, her back to me, facing some kind of strange, unnatural structure. She looked back at me and muttered a few words under her breath, pointing her wand at me. I felt my body tingle as I saw my arms and legs go translucent. The same thing happened to Carmilla. 
 
    “We’re invisible to everyone but each other now,” she explained. “It’ll last until you cast a spell or until something hits you with force or dispels it.” 
 
    I shot her a thumbs-up as I struggled to my feet with my cane. Carmilla bent over and tapped my leg with her wand. “There,” she said. My leg suddenly felt better than ever, though it surged with coldness at first. “For an hour, or a little more than an hour, your leg will be at full strength. I can only do that once a day, though.” She averted her eyes and blushed. “I learned it just for you.” 
 
    I froze, holding my leg unbelievingly. “Thanks.” I felt terrible. I knew she did it because she cared, but all I heard was that I was holding her back, and she used hours of her own study time to figure out how to help me be less of a liability. “I’ll figure out something on my own for the next mission, though. I don’t want to be dead weight.” 
 
    “You’re undead weight, if anything,” she said, winking horrendously, making me flinch. Carmilla took off with a cautious but quick, gliding dash through the landscape. I followed behind, mirroring her movements as much as I could, but there was something eerie about her supernatural grace that I couldn’t quite match. 
 
    I looked around. The sky was a harsh crimson, the color of blood. Two moons were hanging over us with no evident sun. It must be night, I thought, but it was still relatively bright due to the light reflected by the two large moons. Tall, alien vegetation, almost treelike, was scattered across blackened earth. The soil, or what passed for it, reminded me of asphalt. But despite its rough appearance, it was soft underfoot, and tiny sharply-petaled flowers and bioluminescent mushroom-like fungi were nearly everywhere. 
 
    More important, though, was the obelisk ahead of us. In the distance stood a tall monument, elevated even higher by its presence on a staired platform that stood roughly fifty feet above ground level. The structure and venue beneath it were both the same reflective white, a harsh contrast to the dark, well-trod ground around it. 
 
    Circling the structure was a series of robed figures. I could hear their voices from where I ran, as they shouted out exultations in praise of Cthulhu, whose visage I could see carved in the monument as we grew closer. “Ia, Ia! Cthulhu ftahgn!” they cried out. Those were words I’d read before. 
 
    Just then, though, Carmilla stopped dead in her path. All of a sudden, heads turned toward us, and before I knew it, glowing projectiles were being hurled in our direction and exploding on impact. 
 
    “I thought we were invisible!” I said when I was close enough to Carmilla for her to hear me. 
 
    “They can’t see us,” she said, “But they can sense us.” 
 
    “What now?” I asked. 
 
    “Now we hunt,” she growled, looking over her shoulder at me with fangs bared and glowing black and red eyes. She exploded in a cloud of tiny dusky bats, shrieking terribly, and I watched as they—she—flew into the sky, drawing the attention of the cultists as they turned their assault entirely on her. 
 
    I saw my opportunity. I remained invisible, not casting a spell, and charged the platform on my own, using Carmilla’s distraction. One figure in purple robes began descending from the structure, entirely unaware of his impending doom. I reached out my cane and shouted an ancient incantation with all the power and force I could muster. The robed figure watched in horror as his own soul was ripped out of his body, taking the shape of an iridescent orb that was then molded into a powerfully explosive projectile that I redirected at the obelisk itself. The man’s body slumped to the ground—my first kill. 
 
    The obelisk came crashing down with a thunderous boom, crushing at least three, maybe more, cultists. With my invisibility gone, a dozen others were now acutely aware of me. Just as I was about to panic, a storm of vampire bats descended on them, ravaging their flesh and picking apart their robes, exposing hideous green faces and muscular bodies that reminded me of orcs, but they had huge, bug-like eyes and mandibles coming from their mouths. 
 
    I watched the carnage unfold, readying a spell for when my next opportunity came. The bats vaporized into a red mist that swam through the air and burned the flesh of several of the cultists, but a few of them managed to escape it, screaming, and giving me an opening. 
 
    With a single wordless motion, I did what necromancers were born to do, our most signature ability, and one I’d been prepping since I met with the headmistress: I raised the dead. At least a dozen corpses of cultists burst open as bloody skeletons carved themselves out of their original bodies and began charging at the survivors, even as they were consumed by Carmilla’s red mist, where the agonizing screams of pain and terror only grew louder and more unsettling. 
 
    Within minutes, it was over. The red mist coalesced, gradually solidifying and taking the familiar sexy shape of Carmilla, who alluringly flipped her hair back and shot me a spicy look, biting her lip as her hands groped at her own sinfully erotic body. 
 
    “I’m so horngry,” she whined, sucking on a strand of her black hair. 
 
    “We’ve got work left to do,” I pointed out, not really sure how I’d feel about banging Carmilla in front of an alien altar to Cthulhu with an audience of bloody, reanimated skeletons. 
 
    She playfully nipped at my shoulder, just under the bite mark that Rebecca left a few days before, and tugged at my cloak, pouting. “Okay, but you owe me a proper meal and ass-pounding sometime soon.” 
 
    I smirked, “Excuse me? Why do I owe you?” 
 
    Carmilla looked like she knew what she wanted to say, like she had something planned out. Then suddenly her face fell as she realized she had no case to make. “Because I said so. And you think I’m hot,” she said finally, her red and black eyes slitted into narrow crescents. 
 
    I sighed. These women were getting hard to manage. It was a brand-new problem for me. “Why not bug Randolph?” I teased her as we started walking toward the ruins of the obelisk and the mess of corpses. 
 
    Carmilla’s face twisted like she had just bitten a rotten lemon. “Yuck. Not my type,” she said. “Also, he and Brian eat a ton of garlic. And another thing, what the fuck? I thought we kind of hit it off.” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Oh, we did,” I sniggered. “So, you’re saying I’m your type, is that it?” 
 
    She blushed and bit my shoulder again, impishly licking up a couple drops of blood like a cat at a bowl of milk. “Let’s find some loot and get out of here.” 
 
    We searched the grounds with great care. We checked the platform, the obelisk, everything, but didn’t find much at first. There were a few crumbled pieces off the obelisk with interesting carvings, but nothing magical. Just when we were about to give up, though, I found an inner pocket in the robe of one of the cultists. 
 
    I reached in and pulled out a golden, bejeweled dagger, clearly meant for sacrifices of some kind from its ritualistic appearance. I brandished it for Carmilla to see, taking a few swipes at the air with it. She seemed unimpressed with my jocularity, but was pleased with the find. 
 
    “Nice job. Finally something. Let me see if it’s actually magical, though,” she said as she put a hand on it. It glowed red when she touched it—no doubt some enchantment she had to detect magic. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It means we’re almost done here,” she answered, sighing with relief. “Check the rest of their pockets, and then we’ll go. This one, at least, is definitely magical.” 
 
    We cleared out the rest of their robes and found a talisman with a sigil I recognized as an elder sign, having read some Lovecraft and played the Call of Cthulhu RPG on a few occasions. We also found two more daggers and a wand. 
 
    “Not a bad haul,” Carmilla said. “I’ve seen better, but it’ll do.” 
 
    “So, what does this do for us?” I asked. “Why does the school need this shit?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s for us,” she explained. “You use it to cultivate mana.” 
 
    My eyes glazed over at the surreal terminology she’d just uttered. “Mana?” I asked. “Like in a video game?” 
 
    Carmilla nodded. “Yep, kind of like that. Extending the metaphor, it’s kind of like leveling up.” 
 
    “How does that work?” 
 
    “We use a spell to destroy the artifacts, and their power is absorbed into us. When we absorb enough, we can go into a meditative state, kind of like when you met Uther the first time. Uther will be your guide there, too. Then you can choose a spell to power up, an aspect of yourself you want to improve upon, or an ability you want to manifest. You can also customize and develop your familiar this way, too.” 
 
    My head was spinning at the possibilities. It explained a lot. It explained how I’d seen Carmilla demonstrate such tremendous vampiric powers. It explained how the Headmistress’s familiar was so massive and imposing and how her spells were so instantaneous yet potent. Suddenly that level of power felt attainable. There was a clear A to B progression after all. 
 
    “How often can we go on assignments?” I asked, a hunger for power stirring in my gut even as I spoke the words. 
 
    “Typically, you’re encouraged to go once a week, but you can take extra missions whenever you want,” she said. 
 
    Holy shit. The possibilities danced in front of my eyes. “How am I just hearing about this now?” I asked. 
 
    Carmilla gave me a guilty look. “I realized I forgot to tell you about it,” she confessed. “I mentioned assignments on your first day, but glossed over it. We were kind of rushed when you first got in, but now you know. So, anyway, that’s why the Headmistress and I wanted to drag you on this mission. To see for yourself and finish my job.” 
 
    I did see. I came, I saw, I conquered, and I knew as I stood among the bodies of my fallen foes that this was the first of many conquests, that I would become addicted to this. My skeletal minions stood behind me, waiting for orders. I knew they would soon crumble to dust, but I also knew I could use the magic I would absorb from these items to delay their demise, perhaps one day indefinitely. 
 
    I smiled with narrowed eyes as I wrapped my arms around Carmilla’s waist and she gasped in surprise. The gorgeous vampiress smiled coyly as I pulled her in for a sensual kiss. For a moment, she blinked in surprise but quickly and eagerly allowed herself to succumb to my embrace. She bit the inside of my lip, drawing blood, which her tongue sought voraciously. I didn’t mind. I had gone primal, biting her lip in kind. 
 
    I understood. These evil, dead cultists didn’t matter. My own painful memories were shackles that I’d have to cast off sooner or later. All that mattered was what I chose to do with my life, and I wouldn’t be caught wasting another second. 
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   T he next day, I awoke in my bed beside the naked form of Carmilla the vampiress, her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms thrown over my neck. I chuckled at how comically close her mouth was to my neck and how her lips occasionally twitched when she took a deep breath, flashing a fang for a brief moment as she continued to snore lightly into my ear. 
 
    I shook her awake. “What kind of vampire sleeps all night, anyway?” 
 
    “I mean, you can call me a vampire but technically I’m a dhampir,” she corrected me with a giggle. “Daywalker, remember?” She stretched out like a cat in a sunbeam. I chuckled as I stroked her hair one last time. 
 
    Adorable. “Then get your sweet ass up, daywalker.” I kissed her on the forehead and pulled myself out of bed. Throwing on some clothes, I stared blankly at the ticking clock in the corner. It was a surprisingly gaudy and large clock for a dorm room, but then nothing was digital or modern here. “Shit, we missed breakfast with your friends,” I said. 
 
    “...S’okay,” she turned over and mumbled into my pillow, her pert ass now facing up. I gave it a slap. I simply had to. 
 
    “Time to get up, Carri,” I said. 
 
    She turned over and looked at me with a tired but affectionate smile that showed the fang on the right side of her mouth. “You called me Carri,” she purred. Her eyes closed again. 
 
    “Well, you can stay here for a bit if you want,” I shrugged, giving up. “I don’t mind. But I’m going to the library to learn more about cultivation. Maybe I’ll meet up with you later?” 
 
    No reply but the sound of soft snores. 
 
    I chuckled to myself and walked out the door, closing it gently behind me so as not to further disturb the sleepy dhampir. I picked up some food from the cafeteria, wrapped it up in some cloth, threw it in my bag, and took it with me. 
 
    Mr. Shaw, the creepy librarian, was accommodating in finding just the book I was looking for: Mana Management for the New Sorcerer. Rather than sit in the musty library all day, though, I opted to check out the book and read it outside, improvising a little breakfast picnic. It wasn’t that uncommon of a way to study, I noticed, as several other students were doing precisely the same thing, splayed out under trees, leaning against standing stones, and squatting in the shadows of various buildings. 
 
    I sat on the vividly green grass of the campus between the standing stones and the forest, enjoying the surreal alien sky that hung over me. As I bit into a half-loaf of bread, I suddenly felt a pleasant rush imposing itself upon my senses. It smelt like lavender and felt like butterfly kisses all over my body. 
 
    And then, from my periphery, I became aware of silvery white locks blowing in the breeze. A ghost-pale girl stood before me with eyes devoid of whites—instead they swirled a midnight blue and twinkled with captured starlight. Dahlia. 
 
    “Can I sit here?” her sweet voice said. 
 
    Jesus. She was maddeningly pretty. Otherworldly beauty didn’t begin to cover it. It transcended beauty. She was intoxicating to even look at, especially now that I had her alone. Or did she have me? It was all I could do just to stay focused enough to respond. 
 
    “Uh, sure,” I said, trying to smile, but ultimately, I was too distracted by the flawless creature in front of me to manage a convincing grin successfully. “Perfection,” I actually murmured out loud to myself as I stared. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, sitting down so close to me that I was positive she could probably hear my heart beating in my chest. I was reduced to gaping and grunting, trying to form words at first as I fidgeted like an anxious mess, but finally, the adrenaline settled in, and I managed to regain some composure. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” I said. “I was just noting it was a perfect day for a picnic.” Nailed it. But that was close. 
 
    She batted her eyelashes at me, and I fell into the gorgeous trap of looking directly into them. It was like stargazing. 
 
    “Can I see your familiar? Uther, right?” she asked. 
 
    I had dreaded this. “Of course.” I tapped the ground, and the white fox appeared. Dahlia and the fox looked one another in the eyes intensely for a moment, and for that briefest instant, I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. But when she reached out to pet the fox and smiled at him, I relaxed a bit. 
 
    “It’s kind of… flattering,” she said with a giggle. “The similarity, I mean.” 
 
    I laughed nervously. “I honestly don’t know what it means. How did you find out about him?” 
 
    “I asked Carmilla about your familiar after she took you to summon him, but she got dodgy. And then… let’s just say I know how to make her talk,” she said slyly. 
 
    “Right,” I nodded. I’d have a few words with the vampire girl later. 
 
    Her tiny hand rested atop mine. I jerked back in surprise. “You don’t need to be nervous with me,” she said. “You feel it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Feel what?” I asked, unable to rip myself from her entrancing eyes for even a fraction of a second. 
 
    “You feel drawn to me.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the most insanely beautiful girl I’ve ever seen,” I said, blushing. I couldn’t believe I’d just said those words. I almost threw up in embarrassment right then and there. 
 
    She frowned a little bit at my words, and it hit me like a bag of bricks to see an unpleasant look on her perfect face. “No, not that,” she said. She looked down at her legs and then back up into my face. For my part, my gaze never left her. She took a deep breath as she prepared her next sentence. “We’re soulmates.” 
 
    I gulped. On the one hand, this was going way better than I expected our first one-on-one conversation to go. On the other hand, whoa. “How’s that now?” 
 
    “I’m a Starchild,” Dahlia explained. “My father was a star, and my mother a human woman.” She gripped my hand tightly and leaned against me. Every point of contact between us was electric. Tingling ripples of pleasure spilled outward from every part of me where my skin met hers. 
 
    “My dad was just a mailman,” I commented, trying to stay engaged despite my quickly deteriorating focus. 
 
    “Long story short, Liam,” she continued, “I can see souls. And yours and mine are a perfect pair. It’s why touching you... even a little like this...” She stroked my neck, and I flinched from the euphoric sensation. 
 
    I swallowed hard again. “Oh, is it that? It’s not your power?” 
 
    She shook her head, “No, it’s our power over each other.” 
 
    “So we’re... soulmates? Really?” I asked. It was hard to understand. 
 
    “Afraid so,” she confirmed. Her eyes were beginning to grow ravenous as she looked at me, her lip quivering as one hand fiddled with her dress’s shoulder strap absent-mindedly. 
 
    “So now what?” I asked. This was a lot to absorb, and I wasn’t sure how to proceed with this information. Just a few seconds ago, I had been a bachelor surrounded by beautiful women on campus, and I had felt myself getting pretty close to both Rebecca and Carmilla. Now I was staring my soulmate in the face. It was an incredible feeling, but I was a bit afraid of the implications as I thought more about it. 
 
    “I... I don’t know,” she said. The admission comforted me somewhat. “I never expected to see you so soon in my life. Or at all. Most people go their whole lives without meeting their soulmate. I’m only twenty, and here you are.” 
 
    I had to agree; it was a tremendous thing for two people in their early twenties to know without a doubt. Who wrote the book on this situation? 
 
    “But now that you’re here, I can’t just let you walk away, Liam,” she whimpered. She licked her lips at the completion of my name like it was sweet just to speak it. 
 
    “Now that you’re here,” I said, “I can’t imagine walking away.” Corny, I thought. I’m a loser. 
 
    She didn’t react badly at all, though. Her smile grew warmer, hotter. “Then let’s just stay like this for a while,” she suggested, and put her head in my lap and looked up at my face. It was the most angelic thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself, and within seconds I was stroking her hair and cheeks as though we were already lovers. She didn’t shrink away from my touch; on the contrary, she shivered pleasurably. 
 
    “Are we… uh… together?” I dared to ask. 
 
    Dahlia paused to choose her words. “I don’t see a need for a label,” she said. “No matter what we do, or who we spend our time with, now that we know of one another, we’ll always find our way back,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. It made sense. “I want it to be natural, anyway.” 
 
    “Me too,” she agreed. “I don’t want to force it. Let’s just have fun and fall into a pattern together on our own terms,” she said. “We have the rest of our lives to figure it out. But I’ll be honest—I can’t imagine being with any man but you.” 
 
    Suddenly we heard a familiar voice make a polite cough. I looked up and was startled to see Carmilla standing over us, looking downright shocked at what she saw. “Well, it’s nice that you two had a chance to chat, but holy shit.” 
 
    I was utterly mortified. I just gawked in embarrassment and bewilderment. Dahlia, however, slowly adjusted herself and sat back up, leaning on my shoulder. 
 
    “We’ve got room for a third,” Dahlia said, patting my lap. 
 
    Both my eyes and Carmilla’s opened wide at the suggestion, and her ordinarily pale cheeks went rose-red. 
 
    “I…” Carmilla tried to think of something to say. She looked back and forth between Dahlia and me repeatedly. “I just remembered I have something to do,” and she walked away. I was amused to see her walk convert into a run after a few paces, but I felt horrible at the same time, not sure if seeing me with Dahlia like this would hurt her. 
 
    “Did you mean that?” I asked. “About her joining us?” 
 
    She smiled naughtily and licked her lips again. “Carmilla and I already have plenty of experience together. And I know she likes you. It’d make it easier if we were all together,” she explained. “She’s going to continue needing me for blood, anyway, and sometimes that can get kind of, um, physical with her.” 
 
    “That’s been my experience, too,” I said. Dahlia didn’t respond except to giggle slightly, and I took it as a good sign. She wasn’t the jealous type, at least not with Carmilla. 
 
    I kind of felt like I had won the lottery. That was the closest comparison I could come up with to the feeling I was experiencing. It seemed cliche to think, but it was true. This degree of luck was beyond supernatural. 
 
    “Besides,” Dahlia continued, tracing her name into my chest with her finger, “she’s suitable. Her aura also complements yours and mine. Our union with her would make each other’s magic stronger. And I know her soul well. We can trust her.” 
 
    “I’m sold on this proposition,” I said flatly. 
 
    “I thought you might be.” I could feel her eyelashes batting against my shoulder as her electrifying fingertips repeatedly stroked my chest and neck. “But only if I’m your favorite.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I don’t think any force on Earth could replace you.” 
 
    “Earth is small,” she pouted. “Swear it on the multiverse, Liam.” 
 
    I smiled. “Sure, I swear.” 
 
    She returned the smile and curled up even more comfortably in my lap. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of my own watch and abruptly became aware of the time. With a jolt I remembered what I had been told days before. It was almost noon. “Shit,” I said. “I have a meeting with the Headmistress soon. I need to get going. It’s really important.” 
 
    Dahlia nodded and pulled herself from me. It looked almost painful for her, her face contorting and her body going sluggish like a form of withdrawal was setting in. I probably looked the same way. We both stood up, and I found myself staring into her cosmic eyes once more. 
 
    “May I kiss you?” I asked, feeling brave. I had become aware of Dahlia’s elevated heartbeat and heaving breasts, the reddened complexion, and the light perspiration. She was clearly as hungry for my affection as I was for hers. 
 
    Her eyes seemed to glow as they went wide. In them twinkled countless tiny stars in a dark and nebulous sky. It was unlike anything I had ever seen before, and now, inches from her face, I could appreciate the incredible view on a new level. 
 
    “You may,” she whispered. 
 
    I leaned in, fully intending to land only a single chaste peck on her lips, but tongues got involved almost immediately, and within moments we were fully making out in the middle of the field outside the dormitories. It was a kiss unlike any I had ever had before, a kiss as good as any sex I had ever experienced. It was like being reborn. 
 
    But eventually, I worked up the strength to pull back when it became clear that Dahlia never would. 
 
    “When will I see you again?” she asked. Her voice and eyes were almost desperate. 
 
    “I would be surprised if I can make it through the day without another hit of whatever this is,” I said, stroking her lips as she tongued my index finger. My senses throbbed, but I felt invigorated by her, stronger just for having been with her. 
 
    “Get a room!” someone shouted, and we both blushed and grinned as we kept staring at each other. 
 
    “Room 602,” she said. “We can use my room. Or yours. I’ve got no more classes today, but I’m leaving on a mission with Rebecca Nurse tomorrow.” Hearing Rebecca’s name sobered me up. Didn’t she hate Rebecca? And more importantly, can she tell I fucked her? Dahlia could clearly sense the change in my mood when the name was brought up. “You know her?” she asked, squirming a little as I absent-mindedly stroked her back. 
 
    “We’ve met, yeah,” I said as vaguely as I could. 
 
    She scrutinized me for a moment. She seemed to be studying the air around me until her eyes squinted with a look that read to me as irritation. 
 
    “Are you reading my aura?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “You caught me,” she blushed. But before I could ask why she hated Rebecca so much, she cut me off. “Anyway, you should go. I’ll see you tonight?” 
 
    “I’d bet my life on it,” I said. 
 
    “I’d give you another kiss, but—” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s no coming back from that,” I agreed with a solemn nod. “So… goodbye for now.” And I left with a mere smile and a wave. She waved back. It was abrupt, but it had to be, or I’d be pulled into her orbit for good. 
 
    Even with many questions answered, I had a million more about her now. About us. Was our connection healthy? It felt overpowering. It was almost like a drug. And if it was unhealthy, would I be strong enough to fight it? Definitely not, I had to admit to myself. But there are worse fates than succumbing to her. 
 
    Last but not least, what did this mean for me and Carmilla? And Rebecca? 
 
    I looked around for Uther and quickly realized that the fox must have dismissed himself when things got heavy. An ace wingman, I thought. “Sorry about that, buddy.” 
 
    Before I knew it, I was standing in front of the Headmistress’s office again. “Time to go to school,” I whispered to myself, with not much of a clue as to what I had in store. 
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    o, you have completed your first mission,” the Headmistress’s voice rang with amusement. Her stare was usually enough to give me the shivers, but today I welcomed it. “Good. Then it is time for us to further your education.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Oh, I was just doing a bit of research about that, actually,” I said. “About mana cultivation.” 
 
    “And what did you find?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, I got distracted, so I didn’t learn much yet.” 
 
    She studied me. “Distracted by whom?” 
 
    “...Dahlia White.” 
 
    The Headmistress cocked an eyebrow at me. “We shall circle round back to that another time. Keep your eye on the prize, Mr. Elloway.” I nodded, but I knew it was easier said than done. 
 
    She sat across from where I stood at a table that hadn’t been there a moment before, opening books that I didn’t remember seeing her pull from the shelves. A few of the artifacts that I had claimed from my mission were sitting on the table already. 
 
    “How did you get those?” I asked, pointing at my treasures. 
 
    She ignored the question. With a wave of her hand, they crumbled into glittering dust and flew into me, breathed in through my nostrils. It was like inhaling sawdust, but it didn’t sting and wasn’t unpleasant after the initial jarring sensation. Then her hands went back to work on the books she had laid out. 
 
    “These will be useful to you,” she said, pushing them toward me. “But for now, let’s start simply. I will guide your first cultivation session myself, but you will need to manage it on your own in the future. In these tomes, you can understand the limits of your progression, but I will spoil the surprise for you now,” she said. She paused and glared at me ominously for dramatic effect. 
 
    “And what’s the surprise?” 
 
    “There are no limits. Not to one with as much potential as yourself.” 
 
    I took in the words and believed them. I knew the drive—the hunger—inside myself. I knew what I was capable of. I smiled, and the Headmistress returned my grin with her own. I was starting to see her as my co-conspirator or something. It was the first bit of comradery and warmth I felt toward her. 
 
    I scanned the room in the moment of silence that fell as Headmistress Waite gathered her notes and started muttering something under her breath. I noticed a series of portraits on the wall. The other headmasters of the school’s past? There were apparently three before her. 
 
    I squinted to see them better. The first one was a name I recognized from the school’s full title: Asenath Waite. She was a pretty thing in her portrait, but she had the same hateful sneer that the current Headmistress often sported. 
 
    I gestured to the painting as the Headmistress appeared to be finishing her preparations. “Your ancestor?” I asked. 
 
    “No, actually,” she said. “I… took the surname for sentimental reasons, shortly after I was appointed, after my predecessor’s passing.” 
 
    I almost laughed as I noted that all the paintings seemed to have that same wicked sneer. Apparently this institution had a “type” when it came to Headmasters. Before I could reflect more on it, though, a cold hand rested on my forehead. “Time to begin, Mr. Elloway.” 
 
    Energy surged from her wrinkled palm into my head, blinding me and causing me to crumble to the floor, but I didn’t hit it—or at least, I didn’t feel the impact. The world flashed white, then went to the blackest black I had ever experienced, but it wasn’t a crowded or closed off blackness, but a black of infinite space and openness on all sides. I was surrounded by nothingness, but as I looked around, tiny stars dotted the sky and glowed in the distance. Suddenly, I sensed the comforting psychic signature of my familiar. 
 
    “Uther,” I said, shifting nervously in space, “what’s going on?” 
 
    Focus, Liam. Focus on what you want, the white fox spoke into my mind. His voice vibrated through my spiritual form and gave me the chills. 
 
    I almost asked for clarification but thought better of it. I knew why I was here. I thought about Dahlia and her regeneration. I thought about Carmilla and her incredible vampiric powers. I considered Uther but decided to save “Pimp My Familiar” for another day. 
 
    “I want to empower my undead minions,” I said. 
 
    I felt the warmth of Uther’s spirit brush up against me. What did you have in mind, master? 
 
    “Can I make them faster? Stronger?” I asked. That’d be a start. 
 
    If that is what you wish, focus on it. See it, what it would look like, in your mind’s eye, Uther’s voice echoed in my soul. 
 
    I recalled the ferocity of my minions. They were already fairly tough based on my one experience with them. Then I tried to imagine them to be more vicious, brutal, and powerful. I saw them in my mind climbing mountains at dizzying speeds and leaping great chasms. I saw them wielding bone-scythes and bone-swords with incredible accuracy and skill. 
 
    You see it, Uther said. It wasn’t a question, but I nodded. Then it is yours. If you can imagine it in this realm, then it isn’t beyond you. Take it. 
 
    A green orb appeared in front of me. 
 
    Take it. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed the orb, and it pushed itself into my palm, seeping into me and flowing through my body, lighting up my veins until it surged into my chest, and from there all the way to my head until my eyes were overcome with a blinding green light. When the light faded, I was on the floor of the Headmistress’s study, my head ringing. 
 
    Headmistress Waite eyed me curiously from above, offering no assistance in getting up. Predictable. “Well, boy? What did you choose?” 
 
    I grinned, sitting up. “Power.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When the Headmistress had finished her various lectures and tests of me and my newfound abilities, I was dismissed. I left her office and headed outside, unsure of where to go next. I had forgotten to ask about how to receive more assignments and practically kicked myself for the oversight. 
 
    As I walked outside, I spotted Brian Adder, a mutual friend of Carmilla’s whom I sometimes ate with at breakfast. I trudged over across the campus green and tried to wave at him to get his attention. It didn’t work. 
 
    “Brian!” I shouted. The athletic student stopped in his tracks, clearly surprised to see me. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Liam,” he said, grinning. “How’s it goin’ mate?” 
 
    “Hey, man,” I said. “Honestly, not bad at all.” 
 
    Brian smiled politely but awkwardly. His eyes wandered over me a bit, and for a moment, I thought he might be checking me out. 
 
    “You’re changing fast,” he remarked. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow curiously at the comment. Changing? “What do you mean?” I asked, perplexed. 
 
    “I mean your complexion. You’re going paler. You’re thinner, too. Less baby-fat.” 
 
    I looked at my arms. He was right. I hadn’t noticed until now, but Brian spoke the truth. Not only was I changing, I was already significantly changed. 
 
    “Why is that happening?” 
 
    “Magic changes us,” he said. “Makes us hotter, mostly. For a necromancer, though, I don’t know what it’ll do.” 
 
    I probably made a sour face. “Oh shit, I hope my head doesn’t turn into a skull or some bullshit like that.” We both laughed, but then Brian brought the conversation back on track. 
 
    “Anyway, were you needing something? Or just looking for company?” he asked. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I have a question,” I said, suddenly remembering the reason I flagged Brian down. “How do I get more assignments?” 
 
    “They’re posted at the stadium and library or assigned by teachers. Since you’re not regularly showing up for classes, maybe just head over to the one of those places, and you can, y’know, grab a ticket.” 
 
    “What about the crystal?” I asked, remembering the way Carmilla created the portal that sent us on our mission. 
 
    “Trade your ticket in at the Central Office’s front desk for a crystal, and the mission is yours.” 
 
    I nodded, making mental notes of every word he said. “Got it. Thanks a ton, Brian!” 
 
    Now it was Brian’s turn to ask a question, though. “Well, hold on, mate,” he said as I started to wave farewell. “Randy and I are about to fuck off on a mission tomorrow, and we need one more.” 
 
    I was flattered by the offer, and it might be fun to bond with the boys. “I’m surprised you asked me,” I said, “But of course. I’d love to hang.” 
 
    “Most of the gals are busy this weekend anyway, so how ‘bout a boys' night, yeah?” Brian said, slapping my shoulder. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me.” The two of us grabbed each other’s palms in a manly handshake. Brian’s grip was like a vice, though, and I felt weak by comparison. 
 
    Relinquishing our grip, I looked at my watch. I figured I should probably check in with Carmilla before I headed over to see Dahlia. “You going anywhere? I’m hoping to find Carmilla.” 
 
    “Yeah, man, I’m on my way to a transmutation class. The topic is a weird one: turning hair and fur into different colors, lengths, and textures.” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “Why the hell would that be useful?” 
 
    “You’re not using your imagination, mate,” Brian said, tapping his temple with a grin. “Disguise, for one thing. And, I’ll have you know, some of us love switching our appearances up every once in a while.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I conceded. “Well, I’d better get to it. And let you go, as well.” 
 
    “Carmilla is probably with Dahlia now,” Brian said. “So check their rooms first. If they’re both on campus, Carri usually takes a bite out of Dahlia around this time, and then they gossip or do whatever it is chicks do.” 
 
    I nervously held back a chuckle. I happened to have a reasonably good idea of what it was that those two did. “Is there a way for me to, like, send a message in advance?” 
 
    “If your familiars have bonded, yeah. But I can’t help you with that, sorry. I have to get going,” Brian said, backing up and waving preemptively. 
 
    “No worries, dude. See you tomorrow?” 
 
    “After dinner!” Brian called out, running off. “In front of the library!” I watched him run off. I wasn’t bisexual, but damn, Brian was a good-lookin’ dude. He was built like an action star and had the looks to boot. And he was nice. Nicer than I’d pegged him for, anyway. 
 
    As Brian walked out of view and I began pacing back toward the dormitories, I found myself alone with my thoughts once again. This time, though, instead of grappling with trauma, I struggled with my desires. I knew that things would likely get pretty heavy pretty fast if I saw Dahlia again so soon. I also knew that if she was indeed with Carmilla, things might get even crazier, and although the prospect excited me, I wasn’t sure I was ready for it. 
 
    It was a surprisingly rational thought, because damn, Carmilla had already dried me out the night before, and this morning with Dahlia had proven to me that she could not be taken lightly. I literally worried I might fuck myself to death if I went in cock-ablazing. 
 
    But I also considered my word. I gave the impression that I would visit her. And what if I didn’t? Did I really want to do that to her? It was the most surreal life or death conundrum I had ever been faced with. But before I could fully reason anything, the decision was practically made for me. 
 
    “Necromancer!” a peppy high-pitched voice sang from the entrance of the dormitory building in front of me. I lifted my head and saw the dazzlingly attractive pair that I had just been fretting over. 
 
    “Oh, hey ladies,” I tried to say calmly, even as my heart practically exploded out of my chest. I tried to strike a cool-guy pose, pulling my hair back and scratching my neck. I don’t think I pulled it off. The girls walked up to me and offered their greetings back, but I couldn’t even hear what they were saying because one hundred percent of my senses were focused on how beautiful the two of them were. 
 
    Dahlia was wearing a different outfit from earlier in the morning, but it was similar. She seemed to dress pretty consistently so far. There was the signature black hooded cloak that most students wore around campus, more of a hooded cape, really, that draped over her back, but beneath it she wore a lacy white dress that was cut scandalously high above the knee. It was skin-tight, too, which allowed me to take in the full extent of her figure. Buxom was a word that came to mind. She had a figure you’d almost exclusively associate with a supermodel or a character in an advertisement for some over-the-top fantasy RPG. The neckline of the dress was deeply cut, offering a generous valley of cleavage that waged an epic battle against my self-control—the struggle was doomed to be lost, and soon. 
 
    Carmilla was dressed in the same cloak and a black dress, just as skintight, showing off her deliciously petite figure and the cleavage she had to offer. It didn’t quite hold up to Dahlia in terms of volume, but it was certainly eye candy and appealed to a particular taste all on its own. She was a few inches shorter and a bit thinner, but her skin was almost as milk-white, though it had a bit more of an ‘undead’ coloration to it owing to her vampirism. 
 
    The most obvious contrast between them was their hair color. Dahlia’s straight white locks flowed down to her shoulders, and Carmilla’s hair was jet black, a bit wavy, and when down, it extended to her back. I prayed desperately that they would say something soon, lest I be caught staring. 
 
    “Are you seriously gawking right now?” Carmilla said with mock disgust. “Take a picture, perv.” 
 
    The amount of blood that rushed to my face had to have been considerable. I blushed with such intensity that I actually felt immediately lightheaded. “Uh, sorry,” I said weakly. Dahlia giggled. It was a lovely sound that transformed my frowning blush into a cool smile as though by magic. 
 
    “We just had lunch,” Carmilla said. “How about you?” 
 
    I thought I might sense an exit. “Oh, I haven’t eaten yet. I need to go get some myself, actually.” 
 
    “I can accompany you,” Dahlia said with honey in her voice. She fluttered her eyelashes the way she sometimes did, and I practically melted. Oh shit. 
 
    “Do you have anything going on this afternoon, though?” I asked, feigning concern. I couldn’t believe I was trying to find excuses not to be alone with her, but that’s exactly what I was fixated on doing. 
 
    “Nope, my schedule’s wide open, remember?” she said, clasping Carmilla’s hand as she grinned at me and played with her hair. 
 
    Carmilla looked back and forth between us. Dahlia’s eyes were practically shooting hearts at me. I innocently sipped coffee from a cup I stole from the cafeteria. 
 
    “By the way—the fuck is this?” Carmilla asked, gesturing at the two of us. “The way I found you this morning, too. Have you guys been hanging out behind my back? I kinda thought we were starting to be a thing, Liam.” 
 
    I felt terrible. I could only shrug, hoping Dahlia would explain for me. Instead, an awkward silence fell. At last, I knew the unenviable task had fallen to me. “We’re soulmates, I guess,” I mumbled. “It’s complicated.” I nervously took another sip. 
 
    Carmilla blinked in surprise but didn’t take long to recover. “Well, Dahlia, I hope you don’t mind that I nailed your soulmate for four hours last night. Came inside me and everything.” 
 
    I just about shit my pants, fully spitting out a mouthful of coffee. Dahlia looked at Carmilla with a look of wide-eyed shock, almost horror, on her face. “Without me?” she whimpered. 
 
    “So you’re not even jealous?” Carmilla asked, leaning forward curiously. 
 
    The white-haired beauty shook her head. “Not if it’s you. But don’t hog him, bitch.” She jabbed the vampiress in the shoulder playfully, but then a pensive look struck her eyes as she bit her lip. “Although I am a bit envious that you got to him first.” 
 
    “What even is my life?” I asked the heavens. The two girls seemed to relish my confusion, giggling to themselves as I threw my hands up to the sky. 
 
    “Liam, I’ve got an idea,” Carmilla said. “I think Dahlia and I need to get some time alone for girl talk.” She flashed a fanged grin that didn’t reassure me much, but I was relieved to see I had an out. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll go eat. You girls have fun,” and I started walking away before they could say anything else. It took just about all the self-control I had, but I did it. 
 
    But then, “We’ll find you in your room this evening,” Carmilla said. “We’ll play a game.” 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks, beads of sweat pooling all over my body. Danger! “What kind of game? Yahtzee?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” teased the raven-haired bloodsucker. “A fun one.” 
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   I  was worried, though. I ate the longest, slowest solo lunch of my life in the cafeteria. It was so long that it basically turned to dinner. Anxiety kept creeping back, and I was unable to calm myself down. At one point, some other cute girls sat down and tried to introduce themselves. I only gave the briefest of replies, trying my best to politely shut down new potential love interests from complicating things any further. Already I had Rebecca, Carmilla, and now Dahlia. To say that I’d bitten off more than I could chew would be a profound understatement. 
 
    I’d never dreaded sex so much in my life. Though the terror seemed silly, it was logical, I was sure. The further I got from Dahlia, the more I analyzed the pull she had on me. It was disruptive, all-encompassing. The need that she inspired was one of sheer desperation and passion. The pleasure I felt just from our lips touching was already so domineering and intense that I now feared it. Was I being irrational? 
 
    No, I was correct. There was danger there. Add a literal blood-drinking vampire to the mix, and things had the potential to get really messy really quick. 
 
    But then again, what choice did I have? Those two were going to come to me, whether I wanted them to or not. And I did want them to. I needed it. I could think of no other recourse but to forfeit myself to my fate. 
 
    I stood up abruptly from the lunch table, renewed purpose blazing in my eyes, a fire lit both in my heart and in my loins. Yes, I would do this. I must. I would be a man and bravely face my ultimate fate of dying in a threesome with two hot chicks from an orgasm so intense it would rip my soul asunder. 
 
    This was my calling. We should all be so lucky. Yes, if I could choose the time and manner of my death, it would be this: in my prime, as the meat in a love sandwich between two supernaturally gorgeous women. 
 
    I wore a defiant smile. I thought about how they might bury me. Maybe Dahlia and Carmilla would say a few words at my funeral. Then my thoughts flew to my poor familiar. I almost wept a tear for little Uther. 
 
    “I’m leaving you too soon, buddy,” I said as the white fox appeared by my side in the elevator. “I’m sorry I didn’t have time to get to know you better.” 
 
    You’re being ludicrous, his voice said. The fox was unamused. 
 
    The elevator door opened. “Do you think this is a fucking game, Uther?” I said severely. “You saw what Dahlia did to me in the courtyard. It’s going to kill me.” 
 
    Or it’ll just feel really good, he mused. His argument was compelling. Even so, I was unswayed. 
 
    “How can you joke about this?!” I shouted indignantly. Several people in the lobby turned to look at me, screaming at my little fluffy fox. I lowered my voice. “Uther, what’s about to happen is not for the faint of heart. I think you should go.” 
 
    How do you know I don’t like to watch? 
 
    I stopped in my tracks. That just roused many questions that I wasn’t ready to think about. But when I turned to face Uther, he was already gone, and I was practically outside my door. 
 
    I walked in and sat on my bed, hands resting nervously on my kneecaps. I thought about reading and studying. Maybe Uther was right. Perhaps I was just about to have a hell of a night. But if I was going to die, it might not matter if I studied or not. 
 
    I reached into my satchel to pull out my book on mana cultivation. This would be an excellent place to start, I figured. If I survived the night, then I’d want to know how to empower myself to survive all future encounters of a similar nature. 
 
    But before I could so much as open the book, I heard a gentle knocking at the door, followed by the soft giggling of the two women I was dreadfully waiting for. It was a very tempting sound, but today it sounded eerily like my death knell. 
 
    With a flick of my wrist, I flung the door open and stood up to greet my gorgeous guests. Carmilla and Dahlia walked in, dressed the same as I had seen them earlier, but their makeup had clearly been freshened up. Carmilla held a bottle of red wine in her hand. 
 
    “Can you even drink alcohol?” I asked. 
 
    “Hello to you too, Liam,” Carmilla said, crossing her arms and casting an annoyed look in my direction. 
 
    “The wine is for us,” Dahlia said, stroking my chest with one dainty finger. At her touch I, I took a deep breath and sat on my mattress as my life flashed before my eyes. I’ve had a good go of it, I thought with a gentle smile. This is how it should be. 
 
    “If you drink enough, I can just get drunk off your blood.” Her fangs were already out. I nodded solemnly, looking down, my smile weakening. 
 
    Dahlia cleared her throat as she sat down on the bed. Seeing her sitting atop my bed almost made me want to faint. But to my surprise, Carmilla sat on the floor across from her. 
 
    “Why don’t you get on the bed, too?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Carmilla rolled her eyes, “Holy shit, dude, slow down.” 
 
    I shook with embarrassment and struggled to explain myself. “What?! No, I meant, what are you doing on the floor?” 
 
    “We need to sit in a triangle,” she said. “We’re playing spin the bottle.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. I could handle that. I just had to be careful not to let it escalate too much. 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “Who goes first?” 
 
    Dahlia and Carmilla exchanged wicked looks. My survival instincts started kicking in. Something was wrong. 
 
    “There’s a twist,” Carmilla said. “There’s only three of us, so every time you get the same person, things escalate.” 
 
    I was already sweating. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Dahlia offered. I watched her as my life flashed before my eyes. I had had a good run, all things considered. 
 
    Dahlia spun the bottle, and to my utter relief, it landed on Carmilla. I expected a quick, chaste kiss on the lips, but what happened was not at all associable with chastity. Dahlia crawled off the bed on all fours and seductively maneuvered over to Carmilla. The vampiress leaned backward on her palms, her mouth already slightly open in anticipation, her tongue gliding over her lips, readying them for the celestial woman’s kiss. 
 
    Dahlia pushed her to the ground, and their lips met. Describing it as a kiss does a disservice to it, though. Their hands slid all over each other’s bodies, exploring one another as though they hadn’t done this countless times before. And yet, at the same time, I could tell this wasn’t new to either of them. 
 
    I watched Dahlia’s tongue categorically conquer Carmilla. The raven-haired beauty’s eyes remained closed, drinking in every pleasurable sensation of the kiss, but Dahlia stole glances at me every once in a while, with mischievous, lustful grins. I was having a hard time knowing what to do with my hands. Well, I knew what I wanted to do with them, anyway, but felt that might be taking things too far. 
 
    And then it was over. It lasted a minute, but seemed like a delightful eternity, and when it ended, I sighed in both relief and arousal, trying to shift my sitting position to conceal my erection. 
 
    Dahlia and Carmilla snapped out of it, wiping their lips, and returned to their seating positions with naughty giggles. 
 
    “We don’t do that often enough,” Carmilla noted, slapping Dahlia on the ass as she crawled back on the bed. 
 
    Dahlia only beamed at her in reply. 
 
    “Okay then, my turn,” Carmilla said, and she spun the bottle on the floor. It spun and spun for what seemed like a solid thirty seconds. 
 
    “You got some good torque on that spin,” I teased. 
 
    And then it landed on me. 
 
    “Lucky boy,” said Carmilla, as she crawled across the bed to me and climbed into my lap, wrapping her legs around my back. 
 
    I felt some confidence here. Carmilla on her own I could handle. I’d had some practice with her and I figured this would be a cakewalk, but I was in for a jolt. When our lips pressed against one another, both of us withdrew slightly as a startling rush of pleasure erupted from the point of our collision. 
 
    “What the frick was that?!” Carmilla said, bewildered. 
 
    I looked straight to Dahlia, whose eyes betrayed no understanding of it, but then I watched as she stared down our auras. After a few seconds, she gasped. 
 
    “It’s not possible,” she protested. 
 
    “What?” I asked. Carmilla mirrored my question with a quizzical look to her friend. 
 
    “Her aura…” she looked at her own hands. “It’s changing.” 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    “To match yours. Ours.” 
 
    I looked at Carmilla. I felt the familiar electricity in my fingers again as I rested my hands on her hips. That same electricity I felt with Dahlia, though perhaps not as intense. 
 
    “So she’s our soulmate?” I asked. “What does this mean?” 
 
    Dahlia shook her head. “I don’t know. This doesn’t make sense, unless—” 
 
    Whatever she was about to say was cut off by the sound and the reverberation of something scratching at the door to my balcony, as well as the door to the hallway. 
 
    I lifted Carmilla off of me, and we stood together. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “A Void Incursion,” Dahlia said. Her crystal ball appeared in her hand, and Oscar the gecko suddenly crawled out of nowhere onto her shoulder. Sheridan and Uther wasted no time in arriving, either, and pretty soon, the six of us were standing back-to-back-to-back, hands on wand, ball, and cane, bracing for whatever was about to happen. 
 
    “How could there be a Void Incursion here?” Carmilla asked. “This building should be safe! Those only ever happen in the library!” 
 
    “He’s a Harem-Magus, Carmilla,” Dahlia said. “Think about it.” 
 
    If Carmilla was going to think about it, her opportunity was cut short when a jet-black horned gargoyle-like figure with no eyes and no mouth came tearing through the window, causing it to shatter explosively in her face. I pivoted to help her but froze when I saw the thing. 
 
    Then the door behind me splintered inward, scattering to planks and sawdust as another came at them from Dahlia’s side. 
 
    “Liam, bodies!” she cried. Behind the door, a couple of feet back from the second monster, were the bodies of two students who had apparently encountered the creature first. 
 
    For a split second, I was confused why Dahlia announced the presence of dead classmates so excitedly, but then I remembered. “Oh, right! I’m a necromancer!” 
 
    I did my thing. The two corpses melted away as bone punctured through raggedy molten skin. Then emerged two bloody, jagged-looking skeletons with deformed skulls bearing eye sockets twisted into malicious visages. 
 
    Dahlia started blasting a solid, stable beam of holy-looking energy. Its white radiance seemed to give the creature pause, but it managed to stagger toward us nonetheless. Meanwhile, my minions charged with impressive strength and agility, leaping onto the back of the creature and tearing into it with elongated claw-like hands and horrifically sharp teeth. A fount of black blood emerged from the creature's neck, but it didn’t give up the fight. 
 
    And suddenly, the room was bats. Carmilla had gone ‘swarm mode’ again, attacking the two monsters with extreme prejudice, puncturing them and ripping at them with dozens of bites per second. I attempted to drain the life out of one of them, but the spell fizzled, and its effects were shrugged off almost instantaneously. 
 
    “These are Nightgaunts, wizard hunters, stolen from the elder god Nodens and bound in service to the Void,” Dahlia shouted. “They’re more powerful than whatever you faced in the library!” She was hard to hear over the screeching of hundreds of vampire bats. 
 
    I commanded Uther to take control of one of the skeletons. 
 
    Of course, what do you have in mind? he asked. 
 
    “Just protect Dahlia, and leave the other to me.” I commanded my skeleton to hurl itself at the Nightgaunt that was growing ever closer to me. “Carmilla, back off for a sec!” 
 
    When the bats had given me clearance, and my minion had clung to the front of the creature like a baby-bjorn, I cast the most potent spell I could think of. Right before their eyes, my minion began melting away into molten blood, searing into the flesh of the Nightgaunt and stopping it cold as it collapsed to the ground with a thud, breaking into charred chunks. 
 
    One down, one to go. “Same plan, Uther, let’s do it to—” I turned around, and before I could finish my command, I found an icy claw piercing my chest. The featureless visage of the Nightgaunt was a breath away from my face, and Dahlia had been discarded onto the floor. She screamed at the sight of my impalement and her eyes went black—as black as the creature that was killing me. 
 
    A dozen dusky tentacles of enormous size erupted from the ground, filling the room. They ripped the Nightgaunt from my chest, and I coughed up blood as its claws abruptly scraped out of the wound. Black ooze and smoke poured from it, and I crumpled to the floor, dropping my cane with a loud clatter. 
 
    Carmilla recorporealized into her normal vampiric form, rushing to my aid even as she watched in terror at Dahlia’s impressive display. Dahlia’s tentacles ripped the creature limb from limb, holding it in five or six pieces. Its wings, too, were torn to shreds, and soon it was only a puddle of black ooze. Nearly as quickly as her rage came on, it left, her eyes going back to starlight and the tentacles shrinking back into the angles of the walls where they slithered into cracks that gave way to normalcy. 
 
    “Liam!” she shouted. It was so sweet to hear her calling my name with such concern. That was what I was thinking as my consciousness started to fade. The two women held me, and Dahlia immediately began casting a healing spell, but it seemed to have little effect. I was dying. Fast. 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t, Mr. Elloway,” came a deep and familiar feminine voice. Suddenly, the Headmistress appeared in a puff of smoke just as my eyelids were drooping shut. “I’m afraid this will not do.” She tapped me on the chest and the wound closed. The black ooze turned to misty vapor and dissipated, and my eyes fluttered back open. 
 
    Dahlia and Carmilla gasped happily at the sight of my sudden revival. Dahlia’s face was damp with sparkling tears, and Carmilla, too, was crying, but her tears were bloody and streamed all the way down her face. Vampire stuff. 
 
    The Headmistress looked at the two of them, and then back to me. She looked perplexed. “Now this is a conundrum that even I didn’t see coming,” she confessed. 
 
    The girls exchanged looks. Finally, it was me who spoke. My voice came out hoarse and labored as my throat was still damp with my own blood. “What? What happened?” 
 
    “It’s just that I haven’t heard of an active Harem-Magus in three hundred years.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-15 
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   T he Headmistress sat on the edge of my bed. It was a strange juxtaposition, seeing the older woman on the same bed where I had ravaged Rebecca and Carmilla. She flicked her wand, and the windows and doors reassembled. The blood cleaned itself off the walls and floors, and traces of the Nightgaunts vanished, except for stony cores that seemed to be left behind once their chests had entirely disappeared. 
 
    “Tell me, Mr. Elloway,” she began. “Have you noticed that since your powers began manifesting, you have seemed more attractive to women around you?” 
 
    There was no denying it. “Yes,” I said. “Definitely.” From day one, most of the women at this school had found me attractive, except for Evelyn, really. But even she seemed curious when I first arrived. 
 
    “And have you felt any special bond to these women in particular? Or any others?” she said, gesturing at Dahlia and Carmilla. 
 
    I could only nod. Dahlia and Carmilla both looked on in fascination, but Dahlia seemed to actually understand what was going on. 
 
    “Whenever you assemble with two or more women who share your attraction to them, you are at risk of inviting an attack from the Void, no matter where you are. Your power and potential are so strong that it is like a beacon,” she explained. “That’s the bad news.” 
 
    Carmilla finally spoke up, clearing her throat. “Then back at the library, with Rebecca,” she said. “That was because we both like Liam? And he likes us?” Dahlia’s eyes flickered black, and a look of irritation came to her face at the mention of a mutual attraction between Rebecca and me. I pegged it but chose to ignore it for now. Bigger things were at stake than a bit of oddly placed jealousy. 
 
    “Very likely. Minor Void Incursions can happen randomly at the library, but I don’t believe in coincidences. It happened specifically to you for a reason.” The Headmistress sighed deeply, appearing to be deep in thought. “This is a severe complication. And yet, it is an opportunity, as well.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I just wanted to see how this whole thing played out if I disengaged. I had the feeling this was the kind of conversation where answers were either going to come or they weren’t, and no line of questioning would change that. Especially when it came to the Headmistress and whatever agenda she hid from me. Information was precious, but it couldn’t be pried from her unless she wanted to give it freely. I was savvy enough to realize that. 
 
    Dahlia took a deep breath, cooled herself down, and managed to speak. “Essentially, Liam has the unique power to assemble a group of sorceresses, and he draws power from his bond with them,” she explained. “Carmilla, you felt that energy when you kissed him, right?” 
 
    She blushed. It was an embarrassing line of questioning in front of the Headmistress, and she was hanging on every word. “Yeah,” she admitted. “I did feel it.” 
 
    “He’s established a bond with you. He and I were linked the moment we saw each other,” she said. “Our bond was instant. But yours blossomed because of his growing powers and his compatibility with you.” 
 
    The Headmistress sneered at Dahlia. “Your bond was preordained, not instant,” she corrected. “You think your little skull-faced gecko wasn’t foreshadowing Liam’s role in your life? Maybe if Liam’s familiar didn’t resemble you so strongly, I’d let that one go, but given that, I’d say it’s clear you were destined to meet. I’d expect a better reading from a student of Divination, Ms. White.” 
 
    Dahlia smiled at me and held my arm tighter at the reveal that we were apparently predestined lovers. I felt a current of euphoria flow through me at her touch but I managed to stay focused on the matter at hand. 
 
    “So what do we do?” I asked. 
 
    The Headmistress stood up. “Proceed as usual. Although I suggest limiting your alone time with two or more women as much as possible, Mr. Elloway. At least on school grounds, and at least until I find a way to safeguard against future incursions. 
 
    “Is that possible?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. But it may take some time. Do some assignments to keep yourselves busy. Within a few days, I’ll have something that can help. And then I encourage you to explore these powers as much as you can.” 
 
    Carmilla hesitated for a moment. Her eyes flicked around the room as she did the math on what the Headmistress was suggesting. “Are you actively encouraging us to have sex with Liam?” 
 
    “Consider it an order,” she said with her trademark sneer. She turned her head to me as odorless smoke billowed upward from her feet. “These two are a great start, Liam. But you will need more like them to reach your full potential. In the meantime, try to keep your activities to first base if you must… mingle.” She cocked an eyebrow and upturned one side of her lips in an amused expression. “And ideally one at a time.” 
 
    My mouth hung open at the guidelines I’d just been handed. “This feels highly inappropriate for a member of the faculty to be suggesting to a student.” To my surprise, Headmistress Waite only rolled her eyes as the smoke consumed her face, and by the time it cleared, she was gone. 
 
    Dahlia stood up first and stared at me as though examining me. The view of her from this angle was exquisite, but I tried not to think about that, lest my arousal gets us into another extradimensional kerfuffle. 
 
    “Rebecca is already on the way to becoming a member of your little harem, isn’t she?” Carmilla said, stroking her chin in thought. “So you’re already basically up to three.” 
 
    Dahlia’s eyes went wide, and then they narrowed to slits. “Why is she ‘on the way?’” 
 
    I smelled trouble at this line of questioning, though I didn’t understand why Rebecca was such a sore spot for Dahlia. “Liam nailed her a couple of nights ago. And she was definitely in the library with us when the Void monster came, too. That means it read her as being in his harem, right?” 
 
    Dahlia couldn’t hide her rage. She struggled to speak. 
 
    “Whoa, Dolly, you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she lied. 
 
    “Let’s drop this topic for now,” I said. I didn’t need this tension. Not tonight. “I think we have to call it a night, don’t you?” 
 
    Dahlia nodded. She’d seemingly managed to get her discomfort under control, but I sensed that she was quietly seething beneath the surface as her eyes still flickered back and forth between starry dark blue and abyssal black. “Actually, I’m helping Rebecca with a mission tomorrow, come to think of it.” 
 
    I was surprised when I’d initially heard about that, knowing how Dahlia felt about the busty brunette, but I was nonetheless pleased in a way. Maybe it was a bonding opportunity for the two of them, and a chance for Dahlia to bury whatever bad blood she had with Rebecca. 
 
    “Maybe you should fill her in, yeah?” Carmilla suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll let her know what happened,” Dahlia agreed. “That’s just fine. I’m fine with it.” She was clearly not fine with it, but Carmilla wasn’t paying attention to her anymore. 
 
    “I’m meeting up with Randolph and Brian for a mission tomorrow, too,” I said, changing the subject. After everything that had happened, that somehow sounded like a vacation to me. I breathed a sigh of relief just thinking about getting a break from this insanity. 
 
    “I’ll head to the library with Evelyn,” Carmilla said. “I’ll see what I can find out about this Harem-Magus stuff.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said. “Thank you, Carri.” 
 
    “Anything for you,” she answered, smiling. But then her face twisted into confusion, even a hint of revulsion at her sugary sweet words. 
 
    “Anything?” I chuckled. “That’s a bit much.” 
 
    Dahlia shook her head. “It is what it is. We’re both falling for you completely,” she confessed. “She said what she was feeling. There’s no fighting it.” Dahlia shrugged in happy defeat. 
 
    I sighed. I was exhausted. Now this? This was too much. I didn’t need this level of devotion or any of this harem nonsense at the moment. I forced myself to my feet, and my leg stung as I stood. 
 
    “Okay. I’m calling it. I’m going to sleep out on the balcony under the stars. Doesn’t feel right to sleep in here just yet after I, y’know, basically died here.” I looked at the two beauties and worked up the courage to say what I needed to say. “You two can sleep in the bed or go back to your rooms, but I’m done for the night. And I’m sleeping alone.” 
 
    The girls begrudgingly agreed. I refused kisses from both of them and felt more than a little guilty to see pained looks on their faces, but I knew, or had to believe, they understood. Now the only thing left to do was sleep. 
 
    As they headed toward the door, I overheard Carmilla say something to Dahlia. “Don’t think you’re getting off the hook on that weird tentacle shit you just pulled, by the way.” One more thing to follow up on. 
 
    The ladies finally left. I suddenly remembered I still had a reanimated skeleton hanging around, which had been sitting quietly in the corner ever since the Headmistress arrived. I worked my way onto the balcony, dragging a spare blanket from my bed. Uther and my remaining skeletal minion followed me outside at my summons. The three of us created a weird, necromantic cuddle-pile. It couldn’t compete with Carmilla and Dahlia, but it was something. 
 
    As I looked up at swirling the alien sky, I caressed the skull of my bloody skeletal minion as it rested on my chest, suddenly realizing how desensitized I was getting to all of this magic and violence. The celestial fox Uther cozied up between my legs, keeping my thighs warm. The large gargoyle hanging on the edge of my balcony almost felt like another silent partner. I couldn’t help but think that this very scene, this weird snapshot moment of my life, was one of the calmest, least crazy moments I could remember since I arrived at Esoterica. 
 
    Tomorrow will be better, Uther assured me. Tomorrow will be better. 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Dahlia’s Interlude 
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   D ahlia emerged through the swirling red portal, landing on her feet with grace. Rebecca didn’t fare nearly as well. As the brunette tumbled out of the gateway, she hit the ground with an inelegant thud. Dahlia looked away to hide the intense rolling of her eyes that she couldn’t help, despite her best efforts. 
 
    “On your feet, Rebecca,” she said. “We didn’t come here to lie on our backs.” She chose her words poorly. The combination made her think of the fact that this noxious brown-eyed bitch had already had her way with her soulmate, digging her corrupting, evil tendrils that much deeper into him. She looked at Rebecca hatefully, unable to conceal her disdain. Thankfully her mission partner wasn’t looking in her direction at the moment. 
 
    Dahlia was surprised that the brunette with the poisonous aura had the gall to request her help on this mission. She accepted, despite her instincts, but after everything that had happened recently, she knew this was the right move—the only choice. She had to get some time alone with Rebecca at some point or another, though the thought made her sick. 
 
    The black starlit sky around them swirled madly. They were on a rock hurtling through space, hidden somewhere between dimensions. This asteroid was suspected to be a mostly-abandoned Void source-world. Mostly abandoned didn’t spell s-a-f-e, though. 
 
    They started walking. The gravity was strange—heavier than what Dahlia was used to. The ground looked gravelly and brittle, but it had the density of at least iron. “Which way do we even go?” asked Rebecca. 
 
    Dahlia’s eyes flared white as she focused on her divinatory abilities. “That way,” she pointed toward their three o’clock. “And down.” 
 
    “Down?” Rebecca asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Under the surface,” Dahlia answered. “There must be an entrance somewhere. I can sense a powerful aura. That’s why I’m here, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Rebecca said, looking away. 
 
    Dahlia eyed Rebecca as she averted her gaze. She seemed so innocent and sweet if all you could see was her face. Maybe she meant to be sweet. Maybe she had a good heart, but her soul was twisted, treacherous, and tainted with an evil that lay dormant. Every second Dahlia looked at her she felt her skin crawling. 
 
    They kept treading the alien sphere. The atmosphere around them was thick with malodorous mist. Murky vapors occasionally burst from geysers, causing Dahlia to cough. 
 
    “That can’t be good for us,” noted Rebecca. “Let’s finish this as quickly as possible.” But they trudged for more than an hour through similar terrain before arriving at last at a hole in the ground. 
 
    “In here,” Dahlia said. “The gate is underneath.” 
 
    Rebecca didn’t hesitate. She jumped down the hole, this time landing on her feet. Dahlia grumbled at the lost opportunity to see her fall on her ass again, but she followed behind not a moment later, nailing her landing once more. 
 
    Before them was a door carved in black stone—the source of the aura that Dahlia had felt. “This is it,” she said. “There is a dark aura coming from this door.” 
 
    “An aura from a door?” Rebecca was puzzled. “So this is why the mission needed an auramancer? But aren’t auras usually from living things?” she asked. 
 
    “They are exclusively from living things,” Dahlia agreed. “But this is a Void world, so life might have very different traits here.” As she said it, the door wriggled a bit, and a dozen or so hideous eyes of varying descriptions opened on the face of the doorway, staring at the two of them. An unholy assembly of mouths also became more evident as the women moved closer, teeth and fangs gnashing at the air as the unsightly entrance reacted to the proximity of the sorceresses. 
 
    “Who even built these things?” Rebecca wondered out loud with a shudder. 
 
    Dahlia shrugged. “Some say it was the same entities that invented magic. Others say it was a competing civilization.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Rebecca asked, looking at Dahlia curiously. 
 
    “That it doesn’t matter.” She lifted her hand to the door and blasted it open with a radiant golden bolt of energy. The eyes and mouths on the door reacted unfavorably, but could do nothing but watch the women pass through. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Rebecca said, plodding forward. 
 
    Behind the blasted door was a winding stairwell plunging steeply into thicker and thicker darkness. Rebecca lit a firebolt in her palm as they started their descent. They walked down the stairs for what seemed an eternity before they finally reached the end. The sound of their footsteps echoed with each step, piercing the otherwise perfect silence. 
 
    “Dahlia,” Rebecca said. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    Dahlia didn’t respond. 
 
    Rebecca asked anyway. “I get the feeling you’re not my biggest fan,” she said carefully. “I’ve heard people talk, and you always give off the vibe, y’know?” 
 
    Dahlia’s brow furrowed with irritation. How dare she broach this topic mid-mission? “Sure,” she muttered evasively. 
 
    “But people always talk about how sweet you are, and you’re like everyone’s perfect girl. So, I was thrilled when you accepted my invitation,” she said. “Maybe after this we—” 
 
    “Don’t think too much, Rebecca,” Dahlia interrupted her awkwardly. Shit. She was even pretending to be decent about it. Dahlia felt petty but still resolved in her contempt. Auras didn’t lie. 
 
    “I’m just hoping we can have a fresh start, that’s all.” 
 
    “Maybe, if we both make it out of here alive,” Dahlia muttered, just loud enough for her partner to hear. 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “Doesn’t look like we’re going to run into too much trouble at least,” she said. 
 
    Dahlia almost smiled at the naïve sentiment. “Don’t count trouble out just yet.” 
 
    They reached the end of the line, breaking down yet another door and finding themselves in a hexagonal room, its floor carved with a dozen or so ancient casting circles, none of which Dahlia could recognize from their markings. 
 
    “This is what we’re here for,” she said. “Take notes, jot it all down.” 
 
    They began recording every magical sigil and symbol they found. They plundered the altars and the connected chambers, finding half a dozen items that still bore magical signatures, but the signatures were Void-based, not the magic of their progenitors. Dahlia eyed them hungrily. “Oh, thank Nodens.” 
 
    “This is some dank-ass loot,” Rebecca agreed, her eyes were wide like a toddler in a toy store. 
 
    Dahlia grimaced. For Rebecca, this was just another mission. For the Starchild, this was personal. It was the main reason she agreed to help. These Void source-worlds were her best shot at understanding the strange powers that had started to manifest in her. Their magic relics were her one shot at learning to control and cultivate those powers before they became a liability. No, these relics would be hers and hers alone. She’d hand the sketches of the magic circles over to the Headmistress as the mission required, but to Dahlia would go the spoils. 
 
    They finished up after about an hour of meticulous searching and exploring. No incident occurred. Dahlia was more than a little annoyed. So, we have to do it like this, then? she thought with an outward sigh. 
 
    “Hey, Rebecca,” Dahlia said as they exited out onto the asteroid’s surface once again. 
 
    Rebecca flashed a hopeful look at the starry-eyed beauty. But Dahlia’s eyes weren’t star-filled twilight orbs anymore. They were jet black and sinister-looking. 
 
    “Dahlia?” she expressed cautiously. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Do you want to know why I hate you?” Dahlia asked. Rebecca sensed danger. Like a coward, she moved to run in the direction of the portal, even though it was an hour away on foot, but thick black tentacles emerged from the ground and quickly overcame her, lifting her a dozen feet in the air, suspending her by an ankle so that she hung upside down at Dahlia’s eye-level. 
 
    “It isn’t because you fucked my soulmate,” she started. “That didn’t help your cause, but I’m not really the jealous type.” Tentacles began tugging at Rebecca’s arms and other leg, pulling her in multiple directions, forcing her to drop her focus before she could cast a single spell. She was only left with whatever innate powers she possessed and being a pureblooded human sorceress, relatively low in mana level, they weren’t many. She cried out in horror, correctly predicting her fate. 
 
    “Frankly, it’s your aura,” Dahlia continued. “It’s foul. It’s evil. Being near you sickens me. It even weakens me. Normally, I could let it go. There are a lot of people in Esoterica with auras like yours.” 
 
    “Stop! Dahlia, what the fuck! Put me down!” 
 
    “But you’ve bonded with Liam, and now your toxicity is a threat to Liam, too. If I allow you to join us, we’ll all die, and you’ll be the cause of it. Let it be known that I take no pleasure in this,” she said, though that last part was stretching the truth. “I’m doing it for him.” 
 
    Rebecca couldn’t speak, only managing to scream like a frightened child. Just as well, thought Dahlia. With a flick of her wrist, a tentacle ripped Rebecca’s head off, a bit of bloody spine coming out with it. 
 
    Dahlia watched with satisfaction and relief as it hit the ground. The threat was over. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-16 
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   I  awoke on the balcony with a start. The previous night had been perhaps the most eventful so far. As it turns out, I’m the first necromancer at this school in a long time, and not only that, I’ve just been outed as the first known Harem-Magus in hundreds of years, and Carmilla, the sexy raven-haired dhampir and Dahlia, the pale, almost white-haired celestial beauty with starry eyes and weird powers from the Void…are apparently my first two harem girls. What awoke me, though, wasn’t me jarring myself back awake with these reflective thoughts. It was a cold, stern voice. 
 
    “A bit of a flair for the dramatic, I see,” the Headmistress said, leaning against the gargoyle statue with her arms crossed. 
 
    I sat up quickly, hoping to conceal my morning wood. My skeletal minion was just a skeleton now. I didn’t really want to dismiss him after the epic battle in my dorm room, so I took him out onto the balcony and snuggled up with him and Uther, my arctic fox familiar. The blood from the skeletal minion had all dried and patches of it speckled the bedsheet. Uther stretched, apparently unalarmed and unsurprised by the Headmistress’s sudden presence. 
 
    “Headmistress Waite,” I said. “What’s going on?” My back was sore. 
 
    She held a hand out in front of herself, and the two stony artifacts I recognized as the Nightgaunt cores orbited her palm. “You must absorb these cores before your next mission,” she said. “Cultivate your mana.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t a share of that go to Dahlia and Carmilla?” I pointed out. “Seems unfair for me to take them both.” 
 
    The Headmistress rolled her eyes. “They will understand.” 
 
    “Even still—” I started, but she cut me off. 
 
    “—Tell them I gave you no choice,” she said. “It will be a true statement.” Her iconic sneer combined with the force of her irritated brow finally persuaded me to bite my tongue and shut my mouth. 
 
    I gulped, ready to obey. “Fair enough.” 
 
    I was taken aback to see the Headmistress plop down on the ground, sitting cross-legged right before me. It was almost out of character. Then again, nothing seemed to be out of character for her so long as it served her ultimate goal of… making me more powerful? Was that the aim? 
 
    “Why have you taken such an interest in me?” I asked. The question was unprompted, maybe, but not exactly out of the blue. It was an earnest query, and I was a bit afraid of the answer she might give. Certainly, Eliza Waite wasn’t the type to dole out kind charity to young sorcerers in need of guidance. 
 
    Her face gave nothing away, though. “Let’s just say it’s in both of our best interests that I do so,” she said. “I’m afraid that’s all I can offer for now.” She continued her preparations. After a moment, the ritual was ready, the two cores were dematerialized, and I inhaled their dust. 
 
    “Now, Mr. Elloway. Let us begin.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You almost ready?” Randolph asked me as he fastened his boots securely to his feet. He was grinning, clearly as eager and excited as I was. I couldn’t blame him, but whatever loot we found, I’d want my fair share of it, so I hoped that he could temper that hunger when all was said and done. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “There’s one more thing.” 
 
    Brian eyed me suspiciously. “Well don’t just stand there, then, mate. Have at it.” 
 
    I summoned Uther. The fox was now considerably larger than the last time they saw him due to my recent cultivation of mana. I reached down and patted him on the head, scratching behind his big, pointy ears. His starry eyes twinkled up at me as he tucked his ears back to receive my affection. 
 
    “He’s kinda big,” Randolph acknowledged, raising his brow in a manner that seemed almost concerned. 
 
    “I boosted him with Nightgaunt cores,” I said with a dismissive wave. Their eyes widened, but there wasn’t any time to explain. “I want to teach you to use your familiars as remote spell focuses.” 
 
    I went through the process with them that I had learned in the library when studying with Carmilla and Rebecca. I spared a thought to wonder how the two of them were faring on their respective missions, Carmilla in the library and Rebecca out on assignment with Dahlia. I’d be sure to check in with them whenever we all returned. 
 
    With a bit of practice, both Brian and Randolph were able to master the trick. “How is this not a standard-taught spell? It’s so useful!” Randolph said as his dove, Bosco, blasted fire from its beak. “I mean, it’s a neat trick if nothing else!” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Brian said as his crow, ironically named Raven, emitted light from its eyes. “It means our familiars can participate more directly in combat once we get the hang of this.” 
 
    “You may not be able to concentrate on it during this first mission, but it’s good to know just in case a situation comes up in which it’s needed.” 
 
    The two of them nodded back at me, grateful looks on their faces. “Thanks for this, Liam.” 
 
    “I still say it’s insane that this isn’t a normal spell taught at the school.” 
 
    Brian shrugged dismissively. “There are hundreds of thousands of books in the library, mostly loaded with forgotten spells and their variants. There’s bound to be more than a few old gems in each of them.” 
 
    “Guess I’m going to the library when we get back,” Randolph announced. 
 
    We made our way to the cliff where the portals open for assignments and missions, where I had been once before with Carmilla. Randolph pulled a red crystal out of his pocket and crumpled it to dust, blowing it off the ledge. With a few words, a temporary rift in the fabric of the universe appeared. The sight was just as impressive as the first time I saw it. 
 
    “You ready?” Randolph asked, but he jumped before Brian or I could even answer. He fell through the portal, leaving us behind. Brian and I exchanged irritated looks and followed in a few moments later. The feeling of falling toward the portal was exhilarating, but going through it was disorienting, even nauseating. Before I knew it, I was landing on my back on the other side of the portal, holding my side in discomfort as I gazed up anxiously at a quivering red sky—the color of blood. 
 
    There were no clouds, no stars, just a tempestuous gaseous atmosphere that loomed oppressively overhead. I wondered how we were even breathing. The air reeked of sulfur and ash. As I picked myself up, I found that my hand was lacerated by the very grass we landed on. It was thorny, yellow, and twiglike, and above all else, surprisingly sharp. 
 
    “Ouch! Fuck!” shouted Brian as he scrambled to his feet, pulling sharp thorns from his hand. 
 
    “If this shit is poisonous, I’m going to be pissed,” Randolph mumbled. 
 
    “I don’t think the mission start location that Esoterica’s professors selected for us would be an instant death sentence, Randolph,” I chuckled, but picking the thorns out was painful, and blood was already running down my hand and wrist. Not a great start to a mission. 
 
    In the distance, there was a steep mountain. At the summit of that mountain, I knew, was our destination: The Obsidian Void Keep, home to some evil wizard or another, who was in possession of a great many magical items that we were supposed to liberate. This was an S-Ranked mission, meaning it was supposed to be super hard, with a relatively high likelihood of lethality. 
 
    “Why the fuck did I agree to this mission?” Brian asked as he surveyed the harsh landscape. 
 
    “Cuz I said pretty please,” Randolph said. “And we both need to absorb some mana.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me how dangerous it was until I showed up,” I pointed out with an annoyed tone. No wonder Brian had asked me so nicely earlier. They were having trouble finding another mission collaborator and probably knew I wouldn’t ask many questions, the sneaky bastard. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Brian, a third eye blinking open in the center of his forehead. He raged a probing finger out and pointed in the direction of the mountain. “There are monsters here.” 
 
    “No shit, Sherlock,” Randolph said. 
 
    Brian cleared his throat. “I mean, like, a bunch. More than we can handle.” 
 
    Silence fell for a minute as Randolph attempted to think of a witty retort, but concern stirred in us all. “What can you see?” I asked. 
 
    “Shamblers,” he said. “So he has some Necromancy powers like you, Liam.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Randolph asked. “I’m not worried about some glorified zombies.” 
 
    “Star-spawn and Nightgaunts.” 
 
    I gulped. I knew Nightgaunts well. They were scary bastards, for sure. Their faceless demonic appearance would likely haunt my dreams for a while. “What are Star-spawn?” I asked. 
 
    “Lesser children of Cthulhu,” Randolph explained. “They’re bigger than a Nightgaunt, but squishier. They have tentacles on their face, they’re green, and they’ve got bat-like wings and humanoid limbs.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
    “So this guy is powerful enough to bind or summon Nightgaunts and Star-spawn, meaning he has Void magic,” Brian pointed out. “That’s pretty damn rare.” 
 
    “How do you get that?” I asked, but no one answered. No one knew the answer. 
 
    After a while, Brian chimed back in. “I say we make a stealthy approach. Be slow, quiet, hide in the shadows, and make our way with caution.” 
 
    We nodded in agreement. We summoned our familiars and had them at the ready, then trudged onward, beginning our journey again, but the landscape was treacherous and bumpy. 
 
    Thorny grass gave way to a swampy and gaseous terrain, and as we approached the mountain, it shifted again into a brittle rocky crust that felt hollow, as though it might crack and give way at any moment. 
 
    We walked for hours through an alien world, inching our way closer to the mountain, when Brian, who was at the fore of the group, gestured for us to stop. 
 
    “What is it?” Randolph whispered. 
 
    “There’s something below us,” Brian said ominously. 
 
    Now that he mentioned it, I could feel something shifting beneath me as the hollow ground underfoot began to crack. 
 
    “Run!” he shouted, and we wasted no time in complying with the suggestion. Our feet hit the ground hard, though, and I had no reason to suspect that was a good thing either as footstep after footstep planted new cracks and fractures in the earth. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a thunderous eruption sounding from behind me—heard it and felt it. I looked back to see a few of the creatures Brian and Randolph had mentioned—Star-spawn—heading straight for us. 
 
    I wanted to fight, really, but with the hollow earth cracking beneath me, I knew stopping for a tussle wasn’t an option, so I kept on charging for the mountain, hoping to find stable footing before too long. However, as we got closer, we saw a horde of Shamblers—basically zombies—coming down a trail on the side of the mountain. Good, I thought. I could use that. 
 
    I began preparing the juiciest spell I could handle, an augmented Control Undead spell that was designed to turn all undead into my minions, affecting a certain radius of effect. I tried to aim the attack to catch as many of them as I could, and the moment I was in range I let the spell rip and watched as black mist poured from my cane onto the throng. My new Shamblers turned on the few that hadn’t been hit by the spell. 
 
    “The fuck is happening up ahead?” Brian pointed at the scene I had caused. 
 
    “Oh, the Shamblers are mine now,” I gloated casually as I continued to run for my life toward the horde and away from the horror that was pursuing us. 
 
    Finally, the terrain changed and our feet hit solid ground, and the three of us, and our familiars, pivoted instantly to face our assailants. We realized that there were four Star-spawn and three Nightgaunts, among some other smaller batrachian monsters no one had identified for me. 
 
    I extended both arms outward and focused my willpower, launching flaming skulls at one of the Star-spawn. Uther did his part as well, twinning the spell successfully and launching his own tinier flaming skulls from his yipping maw. Meanwhile, beams of light and fire blazed past me, coming from my allies as they held their own easily, taking out the smaller, toadlike monsters as they leapt to their doom, getting nary a hit on any of us. 
 
    I also took out the Star-spawn pursuing me. I raised my hand even higher and pointed it at the dead monster tumbling from the sky, willing it to be mine. And so it came to be, by the power of my Necromancy. 
 
    Its eyes lit back up, this time a sickly green, and it corrected itself before hitting the ground, flying toward me and picking me up. I fired flaming skulls from above but realized what I needed to do to win this fight was to bring the cavalry. 
 
    “Guys, I’m going to focus on directing the Shamblers!” I shouted. “Stay alive or follow me!” 
 
    Randolph sneered cockily. “We’ve got this. Do whatever it is you necromancers do.” 
 
    I had to laugh. Oh, that’s exactly what I planned to do. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-17 
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    Randolph’s Perspective 
 
   A lthough he was constantly firing magic missiles with each slash of his rapier, Randolph’s eyes were fixed on the insanity of the scene that was laid out atop the mountain pass above him. Liam Elloway, Mr. Necromancer Extraordinaire himself, was hurling legions of undead at the Star-spawn, and one after another they were laid to waste by his horde of the damned. 
 
    “Motherfucker—” but Randolph’s epithet was interrupted by the unusually shrill cries of Brian Adder coming from behind him. 
 
    The crimson sky swirled with chaotic energy, providing an eerie and unnatural-seeming light to the surface of the planet. Its reddish hue obscured much of the blood that had been spilled. Now, joining the blood-spilling was Brian himself. Randolph looked over his shoulder, merely glancing at first, but was forced to pivot immediately at the sight of what he witnessed. 
 
    Brian had been run through the shoulder by the claws of a Nightgaunt, and by the looks of things, it was in the process of ripping the arm from his body. 
 
    “M’varka!” Randolph shouted, rapidly performing an intricate series of swipes with his rapier. A searing beam of fire blasted from the tip of the sword, and Randolph struggled to hold his grip—and his aim—steady. 
 
    The Nightgaunt was hit squarely in its head from its profile angle. The beam caused it to rip its claws from Brian abruptly, and the injured sorcerer collapsed to the ground, landing on his backside with his hands catching the rocky alien soil. 
 
    The monster struggled to shake off the effects of the attack, but once it had, it had predictably set its sights upon its assailant. Randolph had expected this—in fact, he’d counted on it. 
 
    What he hadn’t had time to count on, though, was the flood of monsters heading for him from all other sides. Focusing his assault on the Nightgaunt had opened him up. There were still perhaps a dozen other creatures on their share of the battlefield, and he didn’t have the time to assess how Liam was faring, though Randolph suspected the necromancer was just fine. 
 
    He fired off a flame nova spell, the most powerful type of magic he could handle, but as the ring of fire spread outward from him, he was dismayed to see how few of his monstrous foes were inconvenienced by the assault. His magic was much more potent when charged, but there was scant time for that. 
 
    To make matters worse, Randolph became aware of a shadow looming over them. He looked up, hesitant to see what he assumed might be yet another instrument of his painful demise. 
 
    “Need a hand?” Liam’s voice rang out cockily. He flew to the rescue on the back of an undead Star-spawn, its tentacled maw dangling only a few yards from Randolph’s head. The force of the gust from its flight nearly pushed him to the ground. 
 
    From the back of the zombified Star-spawn, Liam began firing blast after blast of explosive flaming skulls at the monsters that were crowding around Randolph. The shrill laugh that the skulls made as they flew through the air toward their targets was freaky even to Randolph. Meanwhile, on the ground, a wolf-sized Uther was tearing through the smaller abominations. “Good boy!” Liam shouted, throwing a chunk of raw meat to the fox below him. Uther caught it in his jaws, swallowed, and continued his bloody work. The dude had apparently brought raw meat on the mission to reward his familiar. 
 
    Randolph, meanwhile, wasn’t about to be made into a damsel. He used the sudden appearance of his ally as a distraction and rushed over to Brian, who was lifting himself back onto his feet. His right arm was dangling by a sinewy thread. 
 
    “Hang in there,” Randolph said as he pushed his back up against Brian’s. Then they started blasting. 
 
    “Doing what I can,” Brian said, “But I have to deal with this soon or—” 
 
    “I know.” The blood loss was severe. 
 
    And then the horde came. Within a minute or two, it was over. Over a hundred of Liam’s undead minions had swarmed the battlefield - the ultimate deus ex machina. 
 
    Randolph gritted his teeth tensely as he watched the scene unfold. He’d been at Esoterica for four years and had never seen power like this. He could handle one, maybe two minions at a time. Liam had an army of the dead within the first couple of weeks of his arrival at Esoterica. 
 
    “This is fucking insane,” Brian whispered in awe. 
 
    “Hacks,” Randolph joked. “Devs, please nerf.” 
 
    The obsidian castle glinted at the summit of the mountain Liam had been scaling before he flew to their rescue. Liam himself descended on the back of the undead Star-spawn and leapt gracefully onto the ground, executing a flawless three-point landing. Well, it seemed flawless at first, until Randolph noticed him struggling to stand back up. 
 
    “Oh, shit, that’s right,” Randolph grunted. “Your leg. Be careful, dude!” 
 
    “Forget my damn leg,” Liam said, shaking his head. “What are we going to do about his arm?” 
 
    Randolph shook his head in exasperation, throwing up his hands at the impossible situation. “We aren’t even finished with the mission,” he acknowledged with a whine. “We still have to get into and through the castle!” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Brian said. “Take off the arm.” 
 
    Randolph and Liam gawked at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Take off the arm, and use your fire, Randy, to cauterize it. I can heal fast enough once that’s done, but I can’t regrow an arm. It is what it is.” He looked at them with a vacant expression. His pupils were fully dilated. 
 
    “He’s in shock,” Liam said. “Let’s be quick so he has a chance to heal before he gets past the point of no return.” Liam raised a hand and reanimated the very Nightgaunt that had ripped Brian’s arm loose to begin with. Randolph flashed him a look of disgust. “You got any better ideas?” Liam asked. 
 
    “No,” Randolph admitted. “There are spells for quick cuts, but I don’t remember them.” His gut stung with shame and guilt as he suddenly wished he’d prepared more for this sort of eventuality. Now Brian would lose his right arm over this. 
 
    The undead Nightgaunt approached Brian, but he showed little change in his expression. Its claws flashed in the air as it took his wrist in one hand and slashed down at the shoulder with the other, cleanly removing the arm just below the socket. 
 
    Randolph was ready. He inserted himself, and his hands lit up with fire that he directed to the wound, cooking Brian’s flesh, knocking him over with pain, but Randolph didn’t let go. He followed him all the way to the ground, and his fiery grip on his bleeding socket slowly became a comforting arm around his back. Liam watched wordlessly. 
 
    “Can you heal?” he asked. 
 
    “Dammit, Liam, give him some time!” Randolph said. 
 
    Liam nodded and sat down, legs crossed, in front of them. “Relax,” he said reassuringly. “I’m in no hurry.” For a moment, it looked as though he were going to reach a hand out to Brian, but he seemed to pull back at the last moment. Randolph wondered why but kept such reflections to himself. Instead, his eyes were fixed on Liam’s face. 
 
    Liam’s skin had grown more pallid as he became more comfortable with his power. Randolph also noticed his eyes becoming cloudier, little by little. Now, as he looked at Liam, it was hard to recognize the confused boy he first met in the cafeteria just over a week ago. He was looking at something else entirely now. 
 
    They sat in silence, waiting for some sign that Brian was recovering. Randolph felt quite unnerved by the presence of the army of the damned that encircled them. And suddenly, a thought occurred to him that made him chuckle at first until he finally roared with laughter. 
 
    Liam cocked an eyebrow and smiled at his sudden outburst. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Randolph gestured to the horde of undead around them. “This was supposed to be a stealth mission, wasn’t it?” 
 
    At first Liam chuckled a bit as he understood the absurdity of the situation, but then he ultimately joined Randolph in laughing uproariously. 
 
    And then, to both of their surprise, there were some chuckles from Brian as well. They stopped laughing abruptly. Randolph pulled him in tighter, and Liam, too, leaned in closer. 
 
    “Okay, guys,” Brian said with a weak smile. “I think I’m good to go.” The wound didn’t look much better than a charred mess, but Brian seemed lucid, if not entirely back to normal, and that would have to be good enough. 
 
    Randolph and Liam helped him to his feet. Randolph groaned as his eye shifted back to the severed arm on the ground. This was going to be tough. He also warily noted Liam massaging his pained leg. 
 
    “Welp,” Randolph said with an anxious, trembling sigh. “Let’s storm the fucking castle.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-18 
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    Brian’s Perspective 
 
   T he black castle, known to them from their assignment brief as the Obsidian Void Keep, was nestled at the summit of the mountain that Liam had already cleared of many horrors. Now, Brian noted, only Liam’s own minions remained. From this vantage point, he couldn’t make out many details. It was a glossy black castle that reflected some of the red light of the eerily blood-colored sky. From here, it seemed rather large. 
 
    If they had needed to scale the mountain themselves, it would have been rough. Instead, though, they were able to fly on the backs of three reanimated Star-spawn, with an army of undead following on the ground beneath them. 
 
    “We’re going to get to the top hours before your posse,” Randolph noted as they soared through the air. 
 
    “Right, any thoughts on that?” Brian added. 
 
    Brian saw Liam shrug in front of him. “I guess we probably need to go on in without them,” he admitted. “The longer we wait, the more complicated it gets. Plus, having too many minions in the castle will just confuse things. The Star-spawn and the Nightgaunts should be enough.” 
 
    “Agreed, then,” Randolph shouted out, probably just hoping to be heard over the fiercely blowing brimstone wind. 
 
    “Agreed!” Brian affirmed. “Maybe they can join the party later?” 
 
    The summit of the mountain was littered with green and purple crystalline formations jutting from the ground. Some glowed with an eldritch radiance. The same yellow, thorny grass that plagued them on their initial arrival was here in clusters. Imposing pillars of light were visible in the distance, adding to the odd scene as they shot up into the sky, originating from a few points in the lowlands on the other side of the mountain. 
 
    “The hell is that?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Beats me,” Brian confessed. Randolph said nothing. Brian looked over at him. He seemed to be lost in thought. 
 
    They agreed to land in the shadow of a large crystal, hoping they hadn’t been spotted, although Brian was confident that someone had to be aware of their presence by now, given the mess they’d made on the mountainside and below. 
 
    “I think our chances are good regardless,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Liam with a quizzical look. 
 
    Brian shrugged. “I just think we probably already took care of their army. That’s the best he’s got.” 
 
    Finally, Randolph chimed in again. “Never underestimate a space wizard with a mysterious black castle on an alien planet that’s protected by an army of blasphemous horrors.” 
 
    Liam nodded in apparent agreement. “Words to live by.” 
 
    They dismounted their Star-spawn, which automatically seemed to fall into a protective flank in front of them, with the Nightgaunts taking the rear. Liam’s connection with them was clearly powerful. Brian was impressed at how practiced it seemed to be, and yet he knew it couldn’t have been. Liam had been given no time for a dress rehearsal for a situation like this one. 
 
    “Plan?” Liam asked concisely. 
 
    “Nah,” Randolph said with a dismissive wave. 
 
    Brian grimaced. “We need a plan, Randy.” 
 
    “We know nothing. We only know we need to kill a wizard and take his junk. How do we plan for that?” 
 
    “Let’s decide on the point of entry, at least.” 
 
    Randolph shrugged. “Can’t we just knock on the door?” 
 
    Brian rolled his eyes. “We came this far. I lost an arm, asshole. Take this seriously.” 
 
    Randolph’s face contorted with guilt. 
 
    “There are several towers that seem to have open parapets. Let’s fly up to the nearest. We can try to open the doors for my Shamblers later if there’s an opportunity.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “Thank you. At least that’s something.” 
 
    “And what if there’s some kind of forcefield around the castle? Or the entrance to the balcony?” Randolph asked with his arms crossed. He seemed to eye Liam with aggravation. 
 
    “I can try to dispel it,” Brian said. “You know how to dispel, too. With the two of us, we have a shot.” 
 
    Randolph finally grunted in agreement. 
 
    “No matter what, though, stay together,” Brian insisted. 
 
    “Got it,” said Liam. 
 
    “Right,” acknowledged Randolph. 
 
    Everyone gathered their familiars again. Uther towered over the others at this point, but they were useful for their ability to twin cast with their masters—an ability that Brian and Randolph had Liam to thank for. 
 
    “I’ll never get used to how much Uther looks like Dahlia,” Randolph said with a sigh. 
 
    “I have some updates on that front,” Liam muttered, half under his breath but loud enough for Brian and Randolph to hear. 
 
    “Do tell!” Randolph said, dramatically placing his hand on his chin and raising an eyebrow with interest. 
 
    Brian jabbed Randolph with his one remaining elbow. “There’s time for that after we successfully avoid dying,” he said with a look that could kill. Randolph shrank under his glare. 
 
    Wordlessly, they took off to the sky once again, flying toward the turret tower above. As they approached, it came into view, giving them a far better idea of what they were up against. 
 
    Nightgaunts, not stony gargoyles, perched over the balcony rail. They remained perfectly still for the moment, but having seen them, the three sorcerers tentatively slowed to a halt, hovering in place to have words. 
 
    “Okay, now what?” Liam asked. 
 
    The parapet of this spired turret was as black as any other part of the structure, but it was apparently also heavily guarded. As they approached, they noted just how ornate it seemed to be, even at the expense of other parts of the castle. There was something unique about this one in particular. 
 
    “It might be the master’s chambers,” noted Randolph. “If we’re quiet and lethal, we could finish this fast.” 
 
    “Lethal, yes,” Brian agreed. “But we’re going to piss off those Nightgaunts if we get any closer.” 
 
    Liam nodded, plotting quietly in his head. 
 
    “What’ve you got, Liam?” Brian asked. 
 
    “I say we go in loud and lethal,” Liam said. “Make a scene. Let’s see what comes for us. If it’s more than we can handle, we just fly out and regroup with the army.” 
 
    Randolph smiled at that. “Even better.” 
 
    Brian sighed. “Okay then, loud and lethal it is.” 
 
    They flew at high speed directly toward the Nightgaunts, hurling deadly spells from the word “Go”. The defenders were not ready for the assault, and one of them was immediately destroyed by an intense searing blast from Randolph. 
 
    Liam’s first flaming skull missed his target, but it erupted nearby, knocking it from the balcony and sending it plunging toward the ground. It had to pull off an aerial recovery that cost it much time, allowing Brian’s Star-spawn and two of Liam’s undead Nightgaunts to fly in and rip it limb from limb. 
 
    Meanwhile, the third enemy Nightgaunt was faring much better. It flew up into the air, showing no signs of fear or dismay, and launched itself directly toward Liam, slashing at his Star-spawn and taking out a wing. They began nose-diving toward the ground, and the unfriendly Nightgaunt followed in pursuit. Brian saw this and dove to intercept. Liam leapt off the back of his Star-spawn, and Brian caught him by the wrist, pulling him up onto the back of his own Star-spawn with his one muscular arm. Liam’s ride, though, hit the ground with a hard, gooey thud. 
 
    Brian and Liam made for the third Nightgaunt, flying upward at a velocity that surprised Brian. Meanwhile, Randolph flung magic missiles from the tip of his rapier as he soared overhead, shouting his fury with each swipe. His familiar, a white dove named Bosco, twinned each missile he fired to devastating effect. 
 
    Each missile made contact with the Nightgaunt, slowing it, disturbing its flight path, but apparently doing little actual damage. That was fine, though. Brian just needed to catch up to it, and catch up he did. Thanks to the assist from Randolph, Brian and Liam’s Star-spawn was able to collide with the beast, hurling it into the side of the castle, where the three Nightgaunts Liam controlled were waiting to tear it asunder. 
 
    With that business concluded, the three sorcerers headed to the parapet, landing delicately on the turret’s surface. The rails were knotted and carved with an unfamiliar pattern. The floor tile was a glimmering black, like onyx. The castle's structure appeared to be made up of some kind of super-durable variant of obsidian, much tougher and less brittle than the obsidian from Liam’s Earth, but the texture was the same. 
 
    The balcony led to an open chamber. A white bed was visible, even from this vantage point. Green torches lit the interior chamber with a ghostly light. 
 
    “Shall we?” Liam asked. No reinforcements seemed to be coming after them. 
 
    Without so much as a nod, the three of them, their familiars, and Liam’s minions all proceeded into the chamber. 
 
    “It’s basically empty,” Randolph said, gawking over barren shelves and a trunk that hung open at the foot of the bed. 
 
    “He knew we were coming, obviously,” said Brian. 
 
    “Do you think he left?” Liam asked. 
 
    Randolph shook his head. “No way. He is powerful, but he couldn’t flee with all his artifacts and valuables. And he wouldn’t leave the castle for us to totally demolish.” 
 
    Brian had to agree. “He’s here. Somewhere. Hiding everything from us, maybe getting ready for an ambush.” 
 
    “Good,” Liam replied gruffly. He cracked his knuckles and started toward the nearest door. “I’m not ready to go home yet.” 
 
    “Hold on!” Brian shouted. “Don’t touch that door!” 
 
    Liam stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
    “Let your minions do it.” 
 
    One of the Nightgaunts walked up to the door and pulled the handle. Sure enough, as the door swung open, a fire trap exploded inward from the other side, incinerating the Nightgaunt all at once. 
 
    “Well shit,” Liam uttered. 
 
    Brian looked through to the other side of the door. A fire rune was carved into the ground. 
 
    “No way of knowing just how many traps there are,” Brian said. “We need to proceed with caution.” 
 
    “You think?” Randolph said with a snarky bit of side-eye. 
 
    They exited the parapet chambers into a corridor that snaked through to yet another door. 
 
    “I don’t want to sacrifice a different minion for every door,” Liam said. “We need to be able to fly out if we have to.” 
 
    “Agreed. Let me try something,” Randolph said. He mumbled a few words and pointed his sword toward the door. Then he moved, pointing it all around them. “Okay, no runic energy coming from the other side of the door, so if there are any traps, they’re physically based.” 
 
    Brian snorted. “Something tells me that’s not this dude’s style.” 
 
    With another swipe of his rapier, the doors burst open from ten paces away. 
 
    “You mean we could have done that with the last door and saved me a minion?” Liam whined, crossing his arms in irritation. 
 
    “No,” Randolph grinned. “That was a pull door. This one was a push door.” 
 
    Brian and Liam exchanged bewildered looks. 
 
    They walked through the door and found themselves in an ovoid room full of winding staircases that led up to multiple levels. Paintings and statues lined the walls everywhere, and they ranged thematically from the mundane to the obscene to the straight-up confusing. 
 
    “Which way do we go?” Liam asked, tossing his hands up with a groan. There were dozens of staircases to choose from, and each path they took likely led to several more. 
 
    Now it was Brian’s turn to be helpful. “I know a bit of Divination,” he said. “I might be able to get some glances at what each of these paths leads to.” 
 
    “Go for it, dude,” Randolph said. “We’re not exactly made of time here.” 
 
    The others kept vigil while Brian sat on the ground and uttered his spell. He felt his third eye appear at the center of his forehead. He tried to grasp for an impression of what each staircase led to—libraries, dance halls, bedrooms, dining rooms, kitchens, dungeons… and then found one pathway that he couldn’t see through, obscured by a mist that clouded his third sight. 
 
    “It’s this way,” he said, gesturing in one specific direction. 
 
    “What did you see?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Brian. “Meaning that’s the way that he’s obscured from me.” 
 
    “Meaning that’s where the wizard is,” Randolph concluded. “Right then.” 
 
    Liam grinned. “It’s settled, then. Let’s bag us a space wizard, boys.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-19 
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Randolph’s Perspective 
 
   R andolph’s strength was already partially depleted from the skirmish outside. Now the trio and their posse of magical familiars and undead fiends made their way through the labyrinthine stairwell, their path ultimately giving way to door after door, hallway after hallway, room after room. Three more traps were detected, and all but one of them were successfully avoided. With a flash of necrotic energy that rotted a Star-spawn down to its skeleton, they seemed to be down by one more minion. 
 
    But the skeleton still stood and followed them. It lacked its strength and the ability to fly, but it still might be of some use. Bits of rot-sludge still dripped from its bones as they plodded through the snaking corridors, leading ever downwards into what must’ve been, by that point, the dungeons of the castle. 
 
    “You sure it’s this way?” Liam asked. 
 
    “We must be close,” Brian said. 
 
    Randolph sighed. They’d been walking a while, but he knew Brian well enough not to doubt him, so he nodded and they pressed on. 
 
    The deeper into the dungeons they got, the less it looked like a magical obsidian castle, and the more it looked like a dank, disgusting, unhygienic nightmare of medieval engineering. Desiccated corpses, long dead, littered the floors in piles in some rooms. Usually they were in pieces, making it difficult for Liam to use them. Sometimes the piles were organized by body part. 
 
    The stench was foul. The smell of death was enough to cause all three of the men to pinch their noses at some point, even Liam, who had developed an affinity for death in the last week. 
 
    Finally, they entered another immaculate chamber. Stonework walls and floors framed a relatively uninteresting room, except that there was an empty pedestal at the center of it. A red carpet stretched from the pedestal into a doorway on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    Randolph looked around. “Not so much as a cobweb in here,” he said. 
 
    “This place makes no sense,” Liam agreed. “Bodies everywhere up to this point, but this room all of a sudden is clean as a whistle?” 
 
    The same green torches that they had found on the parapet and its attached corridor were here as well. They were close. They took a step into the room, in the general direction of the pedestal, but before they could cover much distance, a white-cloaked figure walked out from the door on the opposite end of the room, its face obscured in shadow, the bottoms of its robe billowing black smoke. 
 
    Randolph raised an arm to halt the others, and they all stared, waiting for something to happen. The white figure lifted a book from its side and opened it. Randolph didn’t see a reason to wait any longer. 
 
    The three familiars, Bosco, Uther, and Raven, acted first, flying and leaping into combat to be used as twinning focuses for their masters’ offensive spells. Magic missiles flew from the tip of Randolph’s rapier and his dove’s beak, but they couldn’t connect with their target. In the milliseconds it took for his projectiles to cross the chamber, green fissures opened up in the room. They were everywhere—the walls, the ceilings, the floors, even some paradoxically seemed to hang in mid-air. From those fissures emerged thick, black tentacles, each teeming with a monstrous collection of eyes and mouths. The tentacles caught Randolph’s missiles and seemed to absorb them. 
 
    “Now what!?” Liam shouted. 
 
    “Run away?” Brian suggested as he and Raven hurled bolts of lightning at the tentacles. But it was too late even to flee. Hungry tentacles wrapped themselves around Brian, Liam, the familiars, and the minions and began constricting almost immediately. Only Randolph dodged the assault, tumbling out of the way of one, two, three different groping tentacles. He pierced one with his magic rapier, and it appeared to have some effect. The monstrous appendage sizzled and hesitated, but before a moment had come and gone, Randolph found himself on the defensive again. 
 
    He charged the pedestal and leapt through the air, flipping gracefully through a whirling barrage of inky grasping limbs, and landed flawlessly atop the pedestal where he had the high ground against the blasphemous chanting wizard before him. 
 
    With much of the gap closed, he flashed his rapier, blasting an incendiary beam of fire that caught the wizard in the hand, causing him to drop the book and yelp in pain. 
 
    It was the turning of the tide. The tentacles all dropped whoever or whatever it was that they had been holding and constricting so tightly, and suddenly the wizard was the center of their attention. Each of the tentacles found something on the wizard’s body to latch onto—his head, an arm, a leg, his waist—and they all began pulling, gently at first, and then with fury and power. The wizard screamed a shrill and horrifying scream that, Randolph felt, seemed perfectly appropriate for his situation. 
 
    Within moments, the wizard was ripped into half a dozen bloody pieces or more, and he kept on screaming as the tentacles all retreated back into the green fissures with their chunks of him. One last tentacle groped for the book on the floor as the fissures closed, but Liam’s final remaining Nightgaunt managed to sever it in time to save the tome from vanishing into the green portal as well. 
 
    Liam, Brian, Randolph, and the familiars all fell to the floor, desperately trying to catch their breaths as the adrenaline continued to surge in them. Randolph looked at the other two, relieved to see they were okay. Well, mainly relieved Brian was okay, anyway. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Randolph said. “Did you see me flip onto the pedestal like acrobatic Jesus and blast that piece-of-shit?!” 
 
    Brian and Liam both shook their heads. Randolph groaned. 
 
    “I was badass,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” Liam said, punching him in the shoulder gently. “I could tell at least that whatever you did was the reason we won.” Randolph smiled a bit at the admission. 
 
    “I’m glad I didn’t turn out to be useless next to your army of the dead,” Randolph jabbed. 
 
    Liam looked around. “I don’t see any army of the dead in here, do you?” 
 
    Brian laughed. “Randy, we all did our part. No need for an inferiority complex.” 
 
    Randolph relaxed a bit, finally catching his breath, and they looked around the room for anything they might have missed. “Grab the book,” Liam said. Randolph did. “Only one thing left to do,” Liam continued, pointing at the open door the wizard came through. 
 
    They walked through the doorway and were treated to a sight that made it all worth it. Ornate swords, daggers, masks, spell books, amulets, rings, talismans, and more were haphazardly scattered all over the room in piles. Magic items galore. 
 
    “Oh, bitch, we gon’ get some mana!” Randolph said, his fist pumping the air. 
 
    “I’ve never seen so much fucking loot!” Brian exclaimed. “Not to mention the cores of the Nightgaunts and Star-spawn!” 
 
    “We, uh, might have to go looking for a couple of those where they dropped,” Liam pointed out, but his triumphant smile didn’t fizzle. 
 
    Uther and the other familiars were dancing atop piles of artifacts and gold. 
 
    “How the hell are we going to get this shit back?” Randolph asked. 
 
    “Wait ten minutes,” Liam said. “My army can be our loot mule.” 
 
    Randolph beamed at Liam. Those words were probably the most welcome sound he’d heard all day. “Well, Necromancer, maybe you’re not so bad after all.” 
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    [image: ] 
 
   I  pushed the button on the elevator marked with a Roman numeral for three. I was still sore from the perilous wizard-slaying assignment from the previous night. At the moment, my room was so full of loot that I worried about leaving it there unattended. There was no way to hide it. If anyone made their way into my room, it would be all out in the open for them to see. 
 
    I shoved that paranoid thought aside and stretched as the elevator door opened, walking out into the dining hall, then sitting alone at the table in the corner where I knew that my friends would be plopping themselves down soon enough. I was a bit earlier than usual. 
 
    After helping myself to a lavish breakfast of meats and cheeses with a side of toast and apples, I reseated myself at the table, waiting for the arrival of my cohorts. I soon noticed the slinky figure of Carmilla exiting the elevator. She crossed over to me and sat down directly to my left. 
 
    “Good morning, lover,” she grinned through her fangs. She also had a tired look in her eyes. “Mind if I have just a teensy-weensy bite?” 
 
    I half-smiled and passed my wrist over like it was a salt shaker or a bottle of ketchup. No sooner had I done that than Randolph Carter III sat down directly across from us. He looked as though he was about to jump out of his skin in surprise at what we were doing. 
 
    “Well, fuck, buddy, she wasted no time in domesticating you,” he laughed. 
 
    Carmilla flashed me a lusty grin as my blood dribbled down her chin. “You don’t know the half of it,” she said. I continued to nonchalantly munch on sausage, ignoring the stinging pain and the sight of my blood painting Carmilla’s lips. 
 
    “Did you find anything in the library?” I asked her. A flash of exhaustion hit her eyes as though I’d reminded her of something very toilsome and stressful. She just shook her head. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, wiping her lips and tapping the mark she left on my arm with two fingers. I watched entranced as the wound closed. “I know it’s in there, but Mr. Shaw was busy all day, so I had to try to find it myself, and that was… hopeless.” Carmilla shrugged and sighed into my shoulder. “How’d the assignment go, boys?” she finally asked after lapping up a bit more of my blood, cleaning off the rest of my arm. She wiped her lips, this time on my black cloak, as she looked up at us for an answer. 
 
    “Great!” Randolph said, and then Brian appeared at the elevator door and started walking, missing one arm, to our table. At the sight of our dismembered compatriot, Randolph quickly revised his statement. “Great, but with caveats.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Brian!” Carmilla said, standing up so suddenly that her chair shot backward behind her. 
 
    “I may never play guitar again,” he said with a groan as he sat down. 
 
    “I didn’t know you played guitar,” Randolph noted inquisitively. 
 
    “I didn’t, but now I truly never will.” 
 
    I almost choked on my food from the unexpected levity. Carmilla dramatically slapped me on the back to scold me for laughing, but then proceeded with her line of questioning. 
 
    “How did this happen!?” she interrogated, “And whose fault is this?” 
 
    The second question caught me off guard. It made me think a bit more than I wanted to. If it was anyone’s fault, it was mine. I left them to fend for themselves while I ran off to direct the horde of Shamblers. 
 
    Randolph clearly had a similar thought. We made uncomfortable eye contact for a millisecond that lasted an eternity. His acknowledgment of what I already knew made the pain of my guilt a thousand times worse, though I thought maybe he blamed himself, too. 
 
    “It’s no one’s fault, Carmilla,” Brian said—no, he lied for me. “One of the Voidcaller’s minions did it.” 
 
    “I’m not going to ask before everyone gets here because I’m assuming you won’t want to tell the story again every time someone sits down for breakfast,” she said. 
 
    Brian nodded and started eating his meal. As if to punctuate Carmilla’s point, Dahlia appeared in the doorway and crossed over to our table as she waved at us. She sat in the only empty chair next to me that a raven-haired vampire didn’t occupy. Dahlia’s eyes widened at Brian’s injury, but she said nothing and simply leaned her head against my shoulder as she focused her stare intensely on it. 
 
    Now it was Randolph and Brian’s turns to widen their eyes in surprise. 
 
    “The fuck is this now, mate?” Brian asked, gesturing to Dahlia’s head on my shoulder. She smiled cutely, her eyes narrowed as she looked back at them in satisfaction. 
 
    “You don’t approve?” she teased. 
 
    To make things even more awkward, Carmilla threw her arms around my waist and buried her face in my neck affectionately as well. It had to be on purpose. Fuck. 
 
    Randolph stood up. “Ohhhh fuck this,” he seethed, pacing. “Nonono fuck this.” He looked like he was having a panic attack. 
 
    Brian laughed uproariously, so hard he nearly fell from his chair as he leaned back. “Having an episode there, Randy?” 
 
    Randolph froze in place abruptly and pointed an accusatory finger at me. “Explain yourself, Elloway,” he said, fuming. 
 
    “Whoa, dude, chill,” I said. I threw my hands up innocently and tried to look like I had no idea what he was talking about, but in the end, I couldn’t hold back a cheeky grin. 
 
    “You’ve been here like a week, and you’re already more powerful than both of us,” he complained. “And now you’re telling me you bagged two of the hottest girls at Esoterica?” 
 
    “Bagged? Excuse me?” Carmilla scoffed indignantly. “But I’ll take the compliment.” Dahlia remained silent but continued to smile impishly at the others with her head on my shoulder. I also became suddenly aware of her hand on my leg. I gently swatted it, but it lingered nonetheless, unswayed by my repudiation. 
 
    Randolph sat down with his arms crossed. “Absolutely fuck you, dude.” But then, finally, he cracked a smile. “But you gotta give me tips later or something.” 
 
    “Look, man, we may be making trades in different markets if you catch my drift,” Brian said between chews, “but I respect the game.” 
 
    I was at a loss. No idea how to respond. Finally, Evelyn filed out of the elevator with a few of her other friends, but she broke from them and sat with us. The shock at Brian’s arm and Dahlia and Carmilla’s romantic possession of me restarted anew, this time on her pretty, albeit demonic, face. We had stalled the conversation long enough, and now everyone who mattered was sitting at the table. 
 
    We explained the entire story of Brian’s injury to everyone and listened to them regale us of their weekend assignments. Finally, though, it got to Dahlia’s turn. 
 
    “Oh, yea, Dolly,” Evelyn said, “How’d the mission go with Rebecca?” 
 
    Dahlia’s whimsical smile faded. I felt her squirm in my shoulder. “Badly,” she said, and I could feel her hold her breath as her chest pressed against my side. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    She hesitated. Then she sat up and looked at me again. Looked around me. Studying my aura, I was sure, trying to feel out my mood. I was getting increasingly nervous at her stalling. 
 
    “What happened?” I repeated, stressing the question harder this time. 
 
    “We got the loot, but…” she trailed off. She looked at everyone, tears forming in her eyes. “She died, Liam. I’m sorry,” she admitted at last. “I know you were all friends with her. I feel so awful!” 
 
    She buried her face in my chest and sobbed softly. I felt my shirt grow damp with her tears. My jaw dropped at the revelation and my mouth dried out as it hung open, my eyes glazing over. She died, I repeated in my head. It was the first time any of this madhouse bullshit felt real. 
 
    I caressed her hair and avoided everyone’s concerned, sympathetic looks. 
 
    “It’s not the first time, you know,” Carmilla said. “We lost someone last year, too.” 
 
    I looked at her. “I don’t want to know any more than that for now.” 
 
    She nodded. “It does happen, though. That’s all I’m trying to say.” 
 
    “Happened on my mission,” Randolph confessed. A tortured look crossed his face. That must have been how I looked whenever I thought about Brian’s arm. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I noticed someone else helping themselves to the seat on the other side of Carmilla. 
 
    “Whose funeral? For fuck’s sake,” the high-pitched voice said. 
 
    Everyone looked over and we all took in the new face-a woman, or girl, depending on how you wanted to label her. She was clearly Asian, or at least mixed, maybe Japanese or Korean descent, but her hair was cut to chin length and dyed pink, and she sported a nose piercing and multiple ear piercings, too. Heavy dark eye makeup highlighted her glowing red eyes, and two sharp horns emerged from her forehead. Her attire could only be described as goth. She even had an inverted pentagram for a pendant dangling from a black choker. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Randolph took the responsibility of asking. I was relieved I wasn’t the only one caught off guard. I had figured this might have been some acquaintance of theirs I hadn’t yet met. Not the case, apparently. 
 
    She smirked at us all, but her eyes fixed themselves back on me before long. “Memento Morikawa,” she said. “I’m a brand-new student with no friends. Just got here the other night.” She eyed Brian cutely and leaned against the table, giving him and Randolph a full view of what had to be glorious cleavage. “Care to take me in?” 
 
    “Barking up the wrong tree, honey,” Brian said through all the bread and peanut butter in his mouth. 
 
    “Whatever,” she chuckled, and her eyes whipped back to me again. My stare was also glued to her, even as I was still stroking Dahlia’s hair. She had returned to her original position of leaning into my shoulder but had turned her head toward the new arrival and seemed to be studying her with fascination. She wasn’t crying at all anymore. “I’m more interested in you,” Memento said, looking at me. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Carmilla said as she possessively tightened her grip on me. “Don’t you have eyes?” 
 
    “You’re a necromancer, right?” she asked, ignoring Carmilla entirely. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Me too,” she grinned. 
 
    Brian audibly gasped through the eggs in his mouth. 
 
    “Are you?” I asked, suddenly very excited. “That’s crazy!” 
 
    “That literally makes no sense,” Brian added. “We just had our first necromancer at this school in years, and now two within a few days?” 
 
    “I’ve heard that too,” she said. “I doubt it’s a coincidence. Maybe we should stick together.” 
 
    I could feel Carmilla seething. Dahlia, shockingly, was far more relaxed, and I could tell she was sizing up the new girl’s aura as we spoke. My mouth opened and closed a few times as I searched for the proper response, one that would placate Carmilla’s growing jealousy without shutting the door on comparing notes with a fellow necromancer. That just sounded like a good idea to me, if I was being honest. 
 
    And while being honest, I might as well admit that her looks didn’t make her offer less enticing, either. 
 
    “Meet me tonight in the stadium,” she said before I could respond. “As soon as the sun goes down.” She glared at Carmilla, then looked back at me. “Come alone.” She walked away, gifting me with quite a fine view of her black miniskirt hugging her ass as she headed toward the elevator. 
 
    Carmilla was the first to break the tense silence. “I hate that chick,” she said. “Can you believe how rude that was?” 
 
    “She didn’t win any etiquette awards,” agreed Brian. 
 
    “She could win some other awards,” Randolph said sleazily. “And for fuck’s sake, Liam, could you leave some T&A for the rest of us mere mortals?” 
 
    I blushed at the remark. “I’m not even sure I’m meeting her, so don’t even worry about it.” 
 
    “Good,” Carmilla said. “Stand that bitch up.” 
 
    “No,” Dahlia declared. Everyone looked at her in curious surprise. She sat up straight and confident. “You should go,” she continued. “Trust me.” But when she said those last two words, she was looking dead at Carmilla. 
 
    “You think so?” I inquired, side-eyeing the vampire maiden with great care. 
 
    Dahlia nodded. Fuck. I’d do anything she said, no matter how unpleasant, and this did not seem too unpleasant. So it was a done deal, I decided. 
 
    “Alright then. Suck it up, Carmilla. I’m going,” I teased, nudging her playfully. 
 
    “Her intentions had better be pure,” Carmilla said. 
 
    “They are, more or less,” Dahlia said. “For now she just wants to know more about her powers. Your powers.” She gestured toward me. “And I sense she needs your help with something, Liam.” 
 
    “More or less? For now?” Carmilla huffed as she crossed her arms and pouted. “She won’t vibe well with the harem.” 
 
    Evelyn winced at the remark. The other two guys reacted in various ways, ranging from barely audible utterances to very physical actions. “Harem?” Evelyn asked cautiously. 
 
    “Oh, did we forget to tell you? Liam’s the first Harem-Magus in centuries!” Carmilla calmly clarified. Even as she said it, she looked over at Randolph with a naughty grin, anticipating his inevitable overreaction. 
 
    Like clockwork, Randolph launched to his feet, up in passionate throes of burning rage as he pounded the table as hard as he could, attracting the attention and ire of all the other students in the dining hall. “Damn you, Liam Elloway! Damn youuu!” 
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   I  spent the morning studying and snuggling with Dahlia and Carmilla, no doubt tempting another Void incursion, but both of them had to leave to attend classes and meet up with their academic advisers in the early afternoon. 
 
    “What’s an adviser?” I asked, having never really heard the term used here before. 
 
    “The teacher who recommends which courses you attend each month and helps you plan your studies,” Dahlia explained patiently with a soft smile. That smile stirred my guts in the most pleasant way every time I saw it. 
 
    “Mine is Professor Whately,” Carmilla said, sucking on a blood-soaked lollipop. It was amusing to watch her dip it in the glass of transmuted blood I’d prepared for her. “I guess yours is the Headmistress. I’m surprised it’s never come up.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s gotta be her,” I agreed. “She basically doesn’t want me to waste time with anything other than Necromancy.” 
 
    Carmilla nodded as she licked the lolly absentmindedly, her eyes glued to a book but clearly only pretending to study its contents. “Not surprising, given how little potential you showed for any other kind of magic.” 
 
    That stung a bit. 
 
    When they’d left, I tried to continue to study, but my thoughts kept turning to Memento Morikawa, the pink-haired goth chick who’d confronted me at breakfast. I was nervous about meeting her at sundown, but that wasn’t all. I was excited. I groaned at the realization, though. I already had both Carmilla and Dahlia. How was I not satisfied? 
 
    And yet, I wasn’t. I’d set my sights on her, and my subconscious had already settled on recruiting her into my so-called harem. It was a foregone conclusion, though I wouldn’t entertain the thought out loud yet. Nonetheless, she had potential; that much I could tell. And not only that, she was a necromancer like me, and Dahlia had given the okay as far as I could tell. 
 
    But what about Carmilla? Yikes. She was decidedly less on board with the plan, and I couldn’t blame her. So far, Memento had been nothing but abrasive toward her and ignored Carmilla’s possessiveness of me. These were all things I’d have to address sooner or later, and I really wasn’t looking forward to it. 
 
    I sat idly, pretending to study, but my thoughts flew to Memento again. What’s with the horns? Was she a demon? Why did I have such a strong pull toward her and not, for example, Evelyn, who was every bit as gorgeous? I still didn’t understand this harem shit. It was surreal even to spend time thinking about it. 
 
    A few weeks ago, I’d been a college student working overnight shifts at a supermarket, stocking shelves. Now I was some badass sorcerer traveling to strange planets and dimensions, killing evil wizards for their magic loot. Whoa. Articulating that, even in my head, was insanity. How was this my life now? And that doesn’t even bring up the polyamorous relationship I found myself in. 
 
    I had the restlessness that comes when you get overwhelmed with the rapidity of shifting circumstances. What I mistook for excitement at meeting Memento that morning had ballooned into a greater understanding of just why I was so listless recently. This situation was simply too much for any person. And yet, here I was, surviving. No, not surviving. I was thriving. 
 
    My eyes turned to the enormous pile of treasure I had yet to convert into mana to fuel my cultivation. If there was anything I should do before I met Memento, it was probably deal with that, and then maybe meet up with the Headmistress to see if she could give me further instructions. 
 
    I’d memorized the mana absorption procedures, so I sat down in front of the pile and extended a hand, chanting the overlong incantation that began the ritual. I inhaled the dust of the magic items, and it began. 
 
    Hmmm. What did I want? Ah, yes. 
 
    I found myself swimming in space again, listening to the quiet voice of Uther in my mind as he helped me to focus my intent on my desires. I felt the stinging pain in my leg and decided it couldn’t be delayed any further. 
 
    I imagined my body healed. Stronger. I could see it in my mind’s eye, and I knew if I could imagine it here, I would have it. Good. I prepared to end the ritual, reaching for the green orb, but I was rejected. 
 
    Do you think that’s all you’re getting for that pile of treasure you brought in? Uther’s voice seemed to mock me affectionately. 
 
    I wasn’t prepared for this. I thought of Uther. I could always go with powering him up, at least. That was a safe bet. I imagined him as large as the Headmistress’s wolf—bear-sized. I pictured it in my mind, me riding atop Uther’s back, with my newly enhanced body. I looked like Chris Pratt, shirtless in Guardians of the Galaxy, instead of Chris Pratt, shirtless in Parks and Recreation. 
 
    At last, I had finished. I tried to end the ritual again. 
 
    But wait, Uther said, There’s more. I had only used half of the treasure. 
 
    “How can there be this much? You’re already going to be as huge as the Headmistress’s familiar. She’s been doing this for decades at least!” 
 
    Another latent power of yours, likely tied to your connection to your harem, he reasoned. Remember, those girls enhance your power. They make its evolution far more efficient. 
 
    I wasn’t about to complain, but I had come to this ritual woefully unprepared. “Can I give power to Carmilla and Dahlia?” I asked. 
 
    Maybe, he said. I don’t make the rules. 
 
    I tried to imagine Carmilla, but it didn’t work. I couldn’t see her in my mind’s eye. 
 
    Try to see her beside you. In the context of you. 
 
    I tried again, this time imagining her next to me. There she was! It was working. But so far, there was nothing special about what I saw. I tried to picture her in my mind, glowing with power, taking on a more ferocious form, but it wasn’t working. 
 
    Imagine a trigger, maybe, Uther suggested. Perhaps your empowering of her must be an act. 
 
    This time I imagined tracing my fingers in the air, writing out a glowing glyph shaped vaguely like a smiley face with vampire teeth. When I finished sketching the symbol in my mind, I saw Carmilla change. The whites of her eyes went jet black, and the red glowed as fiercely as ever. Her fangs elongated, and her nails became claw-like. Black bat wings emerged from her back, and her ears became long and pointy. She was still hot, thankfully. 
 
    Excellent job, Uther said. But that is all for now. 
 
    “What? There’s nothing left for Dahlia?” I asked, dismayed. 
 
    Evidently not, he sighed. Try again another time. 
 
    And with that, I grabbed the green orb of power, ending the ritual and sealing the deal. The rest of the ritual played out, and before long, I stood up in a much emptier room, absent of all the loot which I’d absorbed, and made my way to the door. 
 
    I crossed through the campus quietly, uneventfully, avoiding anyone else as much as I could. It was already close to dinner time. The sun would go down within an hour or two, and I needed to meet Memento. But first, I was overdue to see the Headmistress and give her an update. 
 
    Arriving in front of the overdesigned wooden doors with the creepy bas relief of a fish cult, I rapped at the door slowly, trying not to signal impatience or urgency. The doors opened soundlessly, and I walked into the darkly lit room, sitting on the chair that appeared at the center of the room. A lantern was set on the floor in front of the chair. 
 
    I waited. And waited. At first, nothing happened, but after a few minutes, the lantern flickered, the room going from dimly lit to pitch black and back to dimly lit once again. When the flickering had completed, the Headmistress was sitting in a chair in front of me as though she’d always been there. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Headmistress Waite,” I said with a polite nod. 
 
    “How was the latest mission?” she asked. 
 
    I sighed. “Messy. Brian Adder lost an arm, and—” 
 
    “There are remedies for that, just so you know,” she said, as though she’d been expecting the revelation. 
 
    “Really? Like what?” 
 
    “I’ll trust you to figure it out on your own. Please continue,” she said, dismissing my question. 
 
    My lip curled in annoyance at the tease of such information, but I obliged her. “But we completed the mission. We killed the, uh, space wizard.” 
 
    She laughed at our little nickname. “His name was Arthronor the Voidcaller,” she said. “He was once a student here.” 
 
    My mouth dropped at the big reveal. “Why did you want him dead, then?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I didn’t. Not really. But I wanted that book—you know the one,” she said. I nodded. I did know it. That book was what he used to summon and control the Void Things that attacked us. After the mission had finished, Randolph had taken it, saying he needed to hand it in to prove the success of his mission. 
 
    “Anyway, that’s what happened.” 
 
    “I’ve gleaned what I can from this book, but there is someone else who needs it far more than I do,” she said. “And it is in your best interest, and therefore mine, to help her.” 
 
    I looked at her with my head cocked like a confused puppy. “Who are you talking about, Headmistress?” 
 
    She reached under her chair and picked up the book. I hadn’t even noticed it there. To my surprise, she handed it to me. “Give this to your celestial lover, Dahlia,” she said. “She’ll adore you for it.” 
 
    I smirked as I took the book. “She’s a pretty big fan of mine already.” 
 
    “So she is,” the Headmistress agreed with narrowed eyes as she took a sip from a cup of tea that hadn’t been in her hand a moment before. And then the cup was gone—standard Headmistress behavior. “And how did you spend your mana, if I might inquire?” she asked. 
 
    I summoned Uther. The bear-sized fox appeared beside me, and if the Headmistress still had her tea, she’d likely have spilled it. She stood up in shock and, dare I say, excitement. She reached out eagerly, petting Uther on the head, I think just trying to confirm whether he was real or not at first. 
 
    “Incredible!” she gushed. “It took me years and years to get mine to this size! You did it in a week!” 
 
    Several things struck me about what she’d just said. First of all, it seemed like she was genuinely happy for me—even excited. She noted how much I’d achieved, and there wasn’t a hint of angst or jealousy, even as she compared herself to me. I studied her as she eagerly petted Uther, going so far as to hug his big head at one point. 
 
    “He’s beautiful,” she said, smiling at me with the warmest smile I’d ever seen on her face. 
 
    “There’s more, though,” I said. I stood up fast and dropped my cane, and it hit the ground with a thud. Her eyes widened in anticipation, and then her brow lifted in confusion as I began unbuttoning my shirt. 
 
    “Where is this headed, Mr. Elloway?” 
 
    But then it was apparent. My now flawless physique made her gasp. “I don’t need my cane anymore,” I said. “Fully healed, and also in peak physical condition.” 
 
    “I feel as though I should tip you,” she said, gesturing at my exposed pecs and abs. I was caught off guard by the joke, and, for a split second, it didn’t register, my mind racing to understand what she meant. After a moment, I interpreted it for what it was and erupted into laughter. 
 
    “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you make a joke,” I pointed out, buttoning up my shirt and sitting back down. 
 
    “Give me the cane,” she said. I didn’t know why she asked for it, as she could just summon it to her hand anyway. As if reading my mind, she explained herself. “That focus has bonded with you now, so other mages have no power over it unless you willingly pass it to them.” 
 
    I nodded. It made sense. I could sense the unique magical signatures of other sorcerers on their focuses. Randolph’s rapier was absolutely covered with his signature energy. It was like an extension of him, and I’d begun to think of my cane in the same vein. 
 
    “I think it’s time this cane graduated into a staff,” she said. Without waiting for my consent, the cane twisted and extended into a long, black staff, and the ruby at the top was now clasped in the mouth of a decorative skull that certainly nailed my necromantic motif. 
 
    “It looks cool, but it’s a bit big,” I pointed out. 
 
    She nodded, and with a flick, it turned into a smaller version of itself, a wand. “How’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “Way more practical,” I agreed. 
 
    “Just flick the ruby when you want to change it back to a staff, and vice versa,” she said, handing the new wand back to me. I took it graciously and held it in my hands. It was light, sleek, comfy. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    We spent another twenty minutes reviewing a few spells and discussing my reading plans for the week, and she ended the lesson by urging me to take on another mission as soon as possible. I vehemently agreed with her. 
 
    “It is surprisingly easy working with you, Mr. Elloway,” she said with a relaxed smile. I returned it with a smile of my own. “Now, I can tell by your shiftiness and glances at my clock that you have plans this evening. Am I correct?” 
 
    I nodded sheepishly, and with that, the door opened behind me at last. 
 
    “Enjoy your evening, and, here,” she said, reaching out a palm, “take this.” An amulet with a wolf’s head at the center of a pentagram lay in her open hand. “Clasp it as tightly as you can, and I will know you wish to see me, and I’ll appear before you if I can.” 
 
    “Drop-ins don’t work anymore?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t guarantee I’ll always be here, but I can promise I’ll find you as quickly as I’m able to when you use this. However, it’ll only work when you’re on school grounds.” 
 
    I nodded and stood up. “Thanks, Headmistress Waite,” I said. “I’ll see you again soon.” 
 
    As I exited the building, I looked up at the sky. The sun was setting now, splashing pinks and greens on the alien horizon, and I was almost late. There was no time to do anything but rush to the stadium. I didn’t want to seem desperate, so I took a leisurely pace, hoping the “fashionably late” approach would work, leaving my shirt partially unbuttoned to show off my pectorals. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    “Where the fuck were you?” an annoyed voice rang out as I reached the entrance to the stadium. I turned around, and there she was, leaning against a red tree with her arms crossed. “You’d better not disappoint me again, Liam Elloway.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-22 
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   L ike Dahlia and Carmilla, she was impossibly hot, even more so now than when I had seen her that morning. She wore a black tank top that covered only half of the skin of each breast, with black straps connecting one side of the shirt to the other and keeping it in a single piece.  
 
    Whenever her body pivoted, I received a generous serving of sideboob. Her shapely breasts themselves were worthy of extravagant praise. Her pale skin took on a slightly different hue from Dahlia and Carmilla’s, probably due to her Eastern ancestry. Still, it was similarly smooth and creamy, and much of it was exposed, including her entire midriff region. There was no six-pack like Carmilla’s, but a perfectly flat tummy was just as alluring for its own reasons. 
 
    Below the waist, she wore a skirt that extended only down to her upper thigh, but it cut off provocatively on her left side, exposing the entire side of the leg. Her black heeled boots were incredibly sexy, too, and offered more coverage than the rest of her barely-there ensemble. On her left shoulder, she had a tattoo: a sickle with a ribbon bearing the words “Sooner Than You Think”. 
 
    And then there was her face. She was gorgeous, with sexy glowing red eyes framed with heavy black gothic eyeliner. Her orbs were as menacing as they were lovely, and they were made even more beautiful by her perfect pink lips and cute nose. 
 
    The two red horns protruding from her forehead accentuated the toughness of her entire vibe, and her neck-length pink hair was stylish and astonishingly cute. If it was a dye job, as I’d initially assumed, she must have dyed it recently, because no roots were visible. 
 
    I drank in her intoxicating perfection in a single gulp and forced myself back to the matter at hand. “Sorry,” I said calmly, my hands in my pockets, trying to project coolness. “I was with the Headmistress.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up, and she walked toward me. “What’s she like?” 
 
    I shrugged and looked at a nearby rock or something, trying not to show how severely attractive I found her to be. “She’s cool, I guess. She’s been helping me a lot. She’s my adviser.” 
 
    “Whoa! My adviser is Devon, who was also my Rescuer,” she said. Devon! That name! 
 
    “Devon was my rescuer, too!” I said. 
 
    “Really?!” she asked. “That seems crazy, but I guess I don’t have much of a frame of reference. Maybe there are only like two Rescuers.” 
 
    I laughed. Honestly, that could be the case, for all I knew. “Maybe there’s only one,” I suggested. 
 
    Her smile turned to a businesslike expression. “Okay, are you ready?” she asked abruptly. 
 
    “Ready for what?” I asked, suddenly nervous. 
 
    “We’re going to steal a homunculus and take it back to my room for experimentation.” 
 
    “Holy shit, no,” I said. “I’m not ready.” 
 
    She sighed. “Don’t be a pussy!” 
 
    “I am what I eat,” I said with a shrug and a wink. 
 
    She raised a curious eyebrow. “We will circle back ‘round to that later, but for now, I need your head in the game.” 
 
    “I’m not stealing from the school,” I said flatly, shrugging my shoulders. 
 
    She grinned a wicked grin. “I overheard your assignment stories at breakfast,” she said. “What if I told you I could get your friend his arm back?” 
 
    Well, now, that was something. That was another thought that kept coming back to haunt me hour after hour. I felt responsible for what had happened to Brian, and it only seemed fair that I should be the one taking responsibility for getting his arm back. I had to make it right. 
 
    “Could you really do that?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I was making flesh golems as a kid before I even knew what they were, but the school’s shit is next level,” she explained. “Get me one of those homunculi to play with, and I promise you, I can give your buddy a new arm. Stronger than before, too.” 
 
    I considered it, or pretended to, but I’d already made my decision. Any chance was worth taking to get Brian a new arm. After a few moments, I nodded. “I’m in. What do we have to do?” 
 
    She grinned. “The school’s security systems are poorly equipped to handle Necromancy since it’s so rare,” she explained. “Devon accidentally indicated as much to me. More importantly, those homunculi are only bound to that arena by a necromantic curse, a curse which we could easily reverse just by taking control of it,” she explained. 
 
    I studied her cautiously. “Where do I come in, though? It sounds like you could handle this on your own.” 
 
    “The curse can’t truly be broken, at least not easily, and it needs to go somewhere. One of us needs to displace the curse onto another creature. Raise a skeleton at the exact moment I push the curse out of the homunculus,” she said. 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    She nodded. “Nearly. After I cancel its effects on the homunculus, the curse will look for a new undead host. Normally, it’d just default back to the homunculus, but in this case, it’ll go into your skeleton. Then you need to command the skeleton to hold the curse as long as it can.” She handed me a heavy bag that had been resting on the ground beside her. I peered inside and was not entirely surprised to see a full skeleton within it. 
 
    “And you command the thing to, what, just walk out of there?” I asked. “Won’t people notice?” 
 
    She held up something small and shiny. “This is a Burglar’s Coin,” she explained, pinching a copper coin with a picture of a hooded man on it. “It’s a single-use item I found on my first assignment. It’ll make the homunculus invisible for up to ten minutes, just enough time to take it back to my room if everything goes perfectly.” 
 
    The plan was insane, but it might work. I didn’t know enough to refute most of the gorgeous goth’s claims, and she seemed confident in our ability to pull it off, so I decided to go along with it. Why the hell not? I had a feeling that Headmistress Waite might actually applaud our academic curiosity even if we did get caught. 
 
    We headed into the arena, acting nonchalant. It was somewhat crowded, though, to our displeasure, and that complicated things. What’s more, once it became clear that not just one, but two necromancers were flinging spells at the homunculus, an audience gathered, and it was a hell of a lot more attention than we could afford if the plan was going to progress at all. 
 
    “Who’s she?” someone whispered. “She’s hot. She’s a necromancer, too? That’s crazy!” 
 
    “That Liam guy ain’t so bad-looking himself,” a blond-haired girl with a silver halo and black wings muttered behind us. I smirked in satisfaction at the remark. I was a bit alarmed at the fact that strangers knew my name, though. 
 
    We played innocent, flinging curses and projectiles at the homunculus for almost an hour until we finally hit a lull. Shit, were we tired, but now was our chance. Most of the people in the stadium had returned to their rooms, and those that hung around had grown bored of us and returned to their own practice. If we were going to pull this off, it had to happen right now—before the nocturnal crowd settled in. 
 
    I nodded at Memento when I felt the time had come. She flashed a wicked, plotting smile back at me. I saw her begin to chant something, so I knew that was my cue. I emptied the bag and heard the clatter of bones as the skeleton hit the ground. With a gesture, it reassembled itself and stood again at the precise millisecond Memento finished her spell. 
 
    I felt the curse lift from the homunculus and ram into my skeleton, invading it, but it didn’t want to take hold. It wasn’t made for a mere skeleton, so I focused all my power and tried to keep it there, to contain the curse. Anyone watching now would still be none the wiser. “Necromancer bullshit,” they might shrug and say as I extended my hands out to my rattling, quaking skeletal minion. 
 
    I saw Memento toss the coin at the homunculus, and it vanished on impact. No one seemed to see. So far, so good. 
 
    “Hold it here until I’m outside. The curse should fizzle out eventually,” she said, and she began sprinting toward the door. The homunculus may have been invisible, but I could hear its heavy footfalls and see where it left footprints in the rocky soil. 
 
    “Be careful!” I whispered as loudly as I could. Tt strained my voice and sounded downright silly. Then I turned my attention back onto my part of the equation. The skeleton continued to shake and rattle. The curse was more potent than I’d anticipated, but I still needed to buy them some time. 
 
    Just then, the skeleton bones shattered into a hundred fragments, some of them flying into me, leaving welts and gashes. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted. I could feel the curse charging for Memento’s homunculus again, trying to pin it down. I roared with determination as I focused on the curse and tried to pull it back… into myself. 
 
    I felt the curse change course again, this time charging back toward me. I wasn’t undead, but I had a connection to the undead, so maybe it would work? I had to try, consequences be damned. Memento warned me not to let her down again, and I wasn’t about to. 
 
    And then it hit me. It hit me like a sack of bowling balls, knocking me off my feet, shaking me, quaking me as I tried to regain control of it. It was like my insides were teeming, like my brain was swimming down my throat en route to my gut, and my heart was jettisoning itself into my mouth. Everything felt wrong, until… 
 
    I woke up suddenly, on my back, facing the alien sky above me. I was still in the stadium, and a few people were standing around me, for some reason? 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “You hit the ground all of a sudden,” a guy explained. “We rushed over here, and someone was already helping you, but by the time we got here, she’d run off.” 
 
    I groaned with pain. I still felt woozy, but that was a significant upgrade from having my internal organs play musical chairs. I looked around for any sign of Memento, but I couldn’t see her. Looks like she made it, at least, I thought. And I felt no sign of the curse’s effects lingering. It seemed my power canceled it out. That or it simply wasn’t made to be inside of a human and it dissipated once it stewed in me for too long. 
 
    I strolled back to the dormitory. I had no way to contact her, so I figured the best thing to do would be to head back to my room and call it a night. I could maybe catch up with her at breakfast in the morning if I ran into her. Our world was small. I knew I’d see her again. 
 
    I exited the elevator on the seventh floor, heading to my room, ready to unlock the door. Opposite my room was another room with a bit of a commotion going on inside. I glanced over at it and noticed that the door was partially open. I looked inside out of curiosity, expecting to find a student practicing spells or something like that. That’s not what I saw. 
 
    “You have to be shitting me,” I uttered in abject shock. 
 
    Memento Morikawa looked at me through the open crack. “How the hell did you find me? I forgot to give you my room number!” she squealed, walking toward the door with a bloodied knife in her hand. 
 
    “I live here,” I said, tapping my door, only five feet away and directly across from hers. 
 
    She eyed me up and down. Her lips parted in surprise and curiosity, and her mind seemed to be exploding with possibilities at the big reveal. The corners of her lips quickly upturned into a mischievous smile. “Oh, we’re going to be excellent neighbors,” she grinned. 
 
    I beamed back at her. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Only if you’ll lend me some sugar,” she said with a devilish look as she temptingly twirled a lock of pink hair around her finger. 
 
    “Okay, this has gone far enough,” a familiar voice said from down the hall. Carmilla. Shit. 
 
    “Hey, Carmilla,” I said through a sigh. 
 
    “Do you have a problem?” Memento asked with irritation. It was maybe the first time she directly acknowledged Carmilla, so perhaps that was progress? 
 
    “My problem is you,” she said. “You’re a rude bitch, and he’s too good for you.” 
 
    “And you’re somehow good enough?” Memento asked with amusement. 
 
    I couldn’t keep silent. This was already poised to end badly. “Okay, let’s all call it a night. There’s no need for this to be a big deal right now. We just need to come to an understanding, but that’s not about to happen now,” I tried to reason. I didn’t see it working. 
 
    “The second I leave,” Carmilla said, “That goth bitch will be scratching at your door like a cat in heat.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Memento said. She rolled her eyes, but she was blushing, too. “I didn’t think you were the type to go steady with a vampire, Liam.” 
 
    “It’s definitely more complicated than that,” I answered with a slight groan. “Carmilla, what if I go with you for the night. Would that satisfy you? And we can talk this out, maybe with Dahlia.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about,” she said crossly. “I saw everything that happened tonight.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “I followed you, transformed into a bat.” 
 
    We’d need to have a stern chat about boundaries at some point. “Well, then you know that nothing has happened between us, and I was just doing her a favor so she could help Brian.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and leaned against the wall, biting her lip. “Yeah, I know that.” 
 
    “So? What’s the problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you about to tell me you weren’t going to fuck her?” she said. 
 
    “Oh, I was absolutely going to fuck him,” Memento growled. “And I will, one way or the other, just to spite you at this point.” 
 
    “That’s… not helpful, Memento,” I said. Even as I said it, though, I had to discreetly adjust my pants to address the tightening I was experiencing due to a rapidly growing erection. This was a new experience, having two hot supernatural sorceresses fighting over me. I’d seen enough porn to know that there was a best-case scenario where we ended in a tense but hot three-way, and my groin was already committed to the idea of this timeline unfolding. Still, my mind knew full well that wasn’t where this conversation was headed. 
 
    “I will kill this bitch if you sleep with her, Liam,” Carmilla said flatly. 
 
    Welp. Shit. There it was. I believed her, too. By the look in Memento’s eyes, and her apparent loss for words as her lips tripped over themselves, failing to speak, I knew she believed it as well. I was growing tired of this really quickly. 
 
    “Enough,” I said, firmly but quietly. 
 
    Carmilla shook her head. “No, I—” 
 
    “Enough!” This time my voice boomed supernaturally loudly, knocking the two of them down to the ground and shaking the doors of the entire floor on their frames. A few people peered out into the hallway but quickly locked themselves back in their rooms after they had had just one look at me. 
 
    Memento shuddered. “Liam, your eyes—” 
 
    I didn’t let her finish. “I’m going to bed in my room. Alone. Carmilla, you and I will talk about this, with Dahlia, in the morning. Memento, you do whatever you want. But you owe me, don’t forget it. I’m expecting your help with Brian.” 
 
    She looked up at me frightfully. “R-Right,” she said. It took everything I had in the way of self-control not to look up her skirt. If I wanted, I could see directly into it from this angle with the way she lifted her legs as she prepared to stand. I decided an even more obviously raging boner would probably hinder my authoritativeness, though, so, perhaps with a conspicuous stiffness, I walked into my room and slammed the door behind me, locking it, leaving the two of them on their asses in the hallway. 
 
    Just another fucking day in the life of a necromantic Harem-Magus, I guess. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-23 
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   B reakfast the following day was tense. Once Carmilla and Dahlia had both arrived, I shuttled them off with a word of apology to the rest of the gang for a private conversation. 
 
    Dahlia looked worried and confused, a look that pained me to see on her flawless face. “What’s wrong?” she asked, frantically eyeing the two of us and our discordant auras. “What happened last night? 
 
    “He was about to bang the goth bitch when I intervened,” Carmilla said, staring at the table. 
 
    Dahlia looked shocked. “Carmilla! How could you!?” she exclaimed. Her surprise turned to anger. “I told you to trust me! It was going to work out, but you fucked it up!” 
 
    Carmilla and I looked at one another, searching the other’s face for answers. “Umm, Dahlia?” I began, “Care to share what the actual hell you’re talking about?” 
 
    She sighed exaggeratedly, and I was sure she rolled her eyes, but it was hard to tell due to their uniquely cosmic nature. She pointed at those two same eyes and said, “Hello? I see auras,” she said. “She’s a perfect fit for the harem. I know you felt it, Liam.” 
 
    I did. “So we fucked that up.” 
 
    Dahlia shook her head. “Not necessarily. How badly did it go?” 
 
    “I promised her if she ever slept with Liam, I’d kill her,” Carmilla said, hiding her face in her hands. Dahlia and I both cringed—me at the memory of it, and Dahlia at the severity of Carmilla’s error. 
 
    “Okay, so it didn’t go great,” she admitted. “But it’s not too late.” 
 
    “Can’t it be too late?” Carmilla whined. “I don’t like her.” 
 
    To my shock, Dahlia slapped Carmilla across the face, and not a light slap. “Be a freaking team player, Carmilla, for Nodens’s sake!” 
 
    Carmilla’s eyes welled up with bloody tears, but she didn’t cry, not really. “Sorry,” she said softly. That was all. I felt bad for her and shocked at Dahlia, even if I knew she was only looking out for the future of the harem. 
 
    “That’s not necessary, Dah—” 
 
    “Liam, Carmilla, we can still fix this,” Dahlia said, interrupting me, pounding her fist into her other hand, demonstrating her determination. “I have a four-person assignment scheduled two days from now. We’re going together,” she said. “And I want to invite Memento.” 
 
    Carmilla whined gratingly, like a spoiled child, looking up at the ceiling in frustration and kicking her feet against the table. “This suuucks!” 
 
    “She’ll grow on you,” Dahlia said confidently, her feet rubbing against my leg under the table. 
 
    “You’d better be right,” the vampire girl replied crossly. “Fuck!” she threw a fork at the wall in frustration. My fork, for the record. It hit the wall hard and clattered to the floor, attracting even more attention and scrutinizing glances from everyone in the dining hall. 
 
    “What’s your plan for the day, honey?” Dahlia asked me, ignoring Carmilla’s puerile outburst. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “I was thinking about trying to slip in a short solo assignment if possible.” 
 
    She looked like she had just remembered something. “You should go talk to Professor Whately!” she said. “Most assignments are supposed to involve partners, but he can create custom assignments at special request. If you have any kind of favor with the Headmistress, then he’ll probably cave in right away,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    I thought of the amulet she gave me. I pulled it out of my pocket. 
 
    “Yeah, that should do it,” she said, eyes widened. “Usually only professors have her amulet, and she may not even answer it when called upon, from what I heard.” 
 
    “I bet she’d answer me,” I said. 
 
    Carmilla perked back up. “Dare you to activate it now.” 
 
    I looked at her mischievously. “Triple-Dog Dare me?” I held the amulet up suggestively. 
 
    Dahlia threw her hands up immediately, “No! Do NOT piss off the Headmistress on a dare, Liam!” 
 
    Carmilla sighed, looking irritated again. “You’re such a pain in the tit sometimes,” she said, pouting. 
 
    “You love me anyway,” Dahlia replied, fluttering her eyelashes sweetly at her. 
 
    “Dracula help me, I do,” Carmilla sighed. 
 
    “What are you girls doing today?” I asked. 
 
    “Class,” Carmilla said. “Then no big plans.” 
 
    “Same,” Dahlia corroborated. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something just as Dahlia’s foot pushed my leg against my bag where it rested on the floor. Suddenly, I remembered the book that the Headmistress had given me to pass on to Dahlia. I pulled it out of my bag and watched Dahlia’s eyes literally glow with recognition. Her lips parted with a soft gasp as her hand opened involuntarily, imagining herself clutching the book. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” she asked in a solemn whisper. 
 
    “I picked it up on a mission. The Headmistress suggested you might be interested in it, so here it is.” I could tell from her face that the Headmistress had been very correct. Dahlia was in awe of the gift. 
 
    “This is… This is going to be very useful for me,” she said, her eyes fixed on the book. “Thank you so much. I owe you a huge favor.” 
 
    I fervidly shook my head. “That’s nonsense. There are no favors between us. If you need something, I’ll do it anytime, no questions asked.” 
 
    She kissed me on the cheek and I twitched from the intense pleasurable feeling it gave me. “Same here. All the same, please don’t hesitate to let me know if you ever need my help.” 
 
    My mind flew back to the Headmistress. I thought about whether I should make a request or not. Eventually, though, my curiosity got the better of me. “I’m rather curious about the Headmistress, now that we’ve brought her up. She is weirdly… invested in my success,” I observed aloud. 
 
    The two sorceresses looked at each other. “So, you want us to do some digging? Like at the library? School records? That kind of thing?” Carmilla asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I wouldn’t know where to start, and I don’t want to attract attention because I’m sure I’m being watched. But maybe you two can get away with it.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Dahlia instantly committed. “No problem, anything for you,” she continued, batting her eyelashes as she suggestively ate a banana. Her fingers were already flipping through the pages of the tome I’d handed to her. But her eyes were still mostly fixed on me, glancing back at the book for an instant every several seconds or so. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll help,” Carmilla agreed. “Of course.” 
 
    “Thanks, girls. I’ll check on you whenever I get back from my solo mission.” 
 
    I found my way back to the building with all the professors’ offices. It was the same building that the Headmistress’s office was in, and to my astonishment, I had walked by Professor Whately’s office every single time I’d visited this building to meet her. 
 
    I knocked at the door. It was far less decorative than the Headmistress’s—even dull—but I noticed a faint green mist escaping through the bottom of the door where there was a narrow crack between the door and floor. 
 
    “Professor Whately?” I said, knocking. Office hours were posted beside the door in a gold-leaf plaque. He should be here. 
 
    A few moments later, I heard rustling and clattering come from inside the room. “Hold on!” a voice exclaimed. “I’ll be right there!” 
 
    I looked around. There were maybe a dozen offices here, and a few students were having open-door meetings with their professors, probably their advisers, at this exact moment. I couldn’t hear what they were discussing, but everyone seemed to be scheming and plotting just as much as my girls and I. It was a sobering thought. I’d been so wrapped up in my own little bubble that I’d forgotten how powerful and how much more experienced almost everyone here probably was. They all had their own plans and aspirations, entirely separate from me. It was a humbling reminder. 
 
    The door finally opened. A handsome man with silvery hair and a well-trimmed goatee answered it wearing a white lab coat, covered in blood and goop of some kind or another. 
 
    “So sorry to keep you waiting, please come in,” he said in a sincere manner that contrasted humorously with the gore covering him. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    I pulled out a wooden chair beside his desk, clearly the less comfortable chair laid out for guests, and he took the other much more cushioned chair. We sat in unison, and he spoke first. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I don’t recognize you from any of my classes,” he said. 
 
    I smiled. “I’m actually privately tutored by Headmistress Waite,” I explained. 
 
    He put on a pair of thin-framed spectacles that were previously hanging in his coat pocket and squinted to get a better look at me. “So you’re Liam, then?” 
 
    “The one and only,” I chuckled. “My reputation precedes me, then?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I haven’t heard much. It just came up in the faculty meeting this morning that there was a student on the registrar’s list who hadn’t attended a single class but who’d been on multiple missions already. Ms. Waite mentioned that she was ‘taking care of your education,’” he said with aggressive finger quotes. 
 
    “Well, the rumors are true,” I said, pulling out the Headmistress’s amulet. Professor Whately blinked and squinted, clearly surprised to see the medallion in a student’s hands. 
 
    “Wow, she hasn’t even given one of these to Professor Hazelmire yet,” he noted. He sat up straight again, looking me in the eyes, businesslike. “So what can I do for you? I assume you didn’t walk here for the exercise.” 
 
    “I was wondering—could I get a solo assignment crystal tailor-made for me?” 
 
    He squirmed a bit, taken aback by the forward request. “Mission crystals don’t grow on trees. What exactly do you mean by ‘tailor-made’?” 
 
    “Just something that a necromancer would be well-suited for,” I suggested. 
 
    “A necromancer, eh? Hmm…” He opened a drawer and pulled out a file, flipping through several pages. “Here’s a mission in a graveyard,” he said. “There’s a crypt that needs raiding. I’ll give you the brief. It’s marked as a two-person mission, but if you are able to raise minions, it should be easy enough.” 
 
    I nodded and took the sheet from him. “And the crystal?” 
 
    “I’ll have it made today. Your room number?” 
 
    “704,” I replied. 
 
    “Sign here.” I complied. “It’ll be sent to your room within the hour.” 
 
    I shook his hand. “Deeply appreciated, Professor.” And then I remembered something. “By the way, one of my friends, Brian Adder, recently lost an arm.” 
 
    I saw him cringe at the mention of Brian’s name. I recalled Randolph once mentioned that he and the professor had a… special relationship. 
 
    “Do you know of anything that could help him recover that arm?” I asked. I had accepted the help of Memento, but I wanted to hedge my bets and have a backup plan in case that didn’t work or went horribly wrong. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m mostly a Divinations expert, but Brian’s a great student. I’d ask the Headmistress about that. Necromancy or some very advanced healing magic would be required. Is that all?” His face betrayed nothing, but I could tell the question made him antsy. Maybe I’d been hanging around Dahlia long enough to be able to pick up a bit of someone’s aura, or perhaps it was just my imagination, but I could tell he knew Brian better than he was about to admit right here and now. 
 
    In any case, I’d gotten what I’d come for. Just one thing left to do before I headed out on my own—I needed to invite Memento to join Dahlia’s assignment. 
 
    That would be fine. No problem. I was sure it would be fine. 
 
    Gulp. 
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   I  returned to my room on the seventh floor, but before I opened the door, I stopped and turned around to face the entrance to the room I knew belonged to Memento. I took a deep breath and walked up to the door. I knocked. 
 
    “Who is it?” her voice rang out from inside. 
 
    “Who do you think?” I said. 
 
    There was a pause. “One second, I’m naked!” I desperately fiddled with the door handle. Curses. Locked. Foiled again. “Fucking perv!” she cried out in an amused tone. 
 
    Finally, the door opened, and I was taken aback to find the pink-haired goth beauty standing in front of me wearing a rainbow unicorn pajama onesie, or kigurumi. It was buttoned up just to the center of her breasts, so I was blessed with a heaping spoonful of cleavage. She was also shorter than I remembered. The boots, I figured. The boots were high-heeled. Now she stood almost a full head and a half shorter than me. I made a show of looking down on her as she opened the door. 
 
    “Yeah, whaddaya want, creep?” she said, crossing her arms, making her breasts so smooshed together that I had trouble remembering the answer to her question. 
 
    “I, uh, wanted to invite you on an assignment,” I began. 
 
    She perked up a bit and cocked a naughty eyebrow. “Oh, that could be fun! Just you and me?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Actually, Carmilla and Dahlia will be there, too.” The door slammed hard in my face. “Come on, Mimi. Hear me out.” 
 
    The door opened again, this time slowly. She looked up at me with an indecipherable look on her face. “What did you call me?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I said. “Mimi felt natural enough.” 
 
    “Only my dad ever called me that,” she said, eyeballing me with a predatory look now. 
 
    “I won’t call you that again, then. My bad,” I said. Awkward. 
 
    She shook her head and grabbed me by the collar. It was surprisingly intimidating despite her height. “No. I want you to call me that,” she growled. “And I’ll call you Daddy.” She licked her lips subtly. She pulled me close enough to feel her hot breath blow in my face. It smelled like cinnamon. 
 
    My awkwardness quickly skyrocketed to near-lethal heights as I fumbled over word after word in my attempt to respond to that. Memento didn’t seem to notice. She just kept looking at me like she was a wolf and I was a haunch of rabbit meat. 
 
    “Umm, will that really be okay, though?” I said finally. 
 
    “Why not?” she pouted. “Are you embarrassed by me, Daddy?” 
 
    I cringed, but I couldn’t lie to myself. It was oddly hot. “Well, it’s just that… in public, some people might—” 
 
    “Fuck your insecurities, satisfy my daddy issues,” she said in a very different tone. 
 
    “Roger that,” I said with a gulp. “But what about Carmilla?” 
 
    Her whole mood changed in an instant. I was surprised to see her react not with annoyance, but with fear. The look on her face spelled doom. She didn’t appear to take the threat idly, and it was at that exact moment that she released my collar from her surprisingly rugged grip and took a step back. 
 
    “Come inside,” she said, looking down the hallway with a paranoid glance. I followed her in, and she locked the door behind her. I chuckled as I noticed a bunch of cloves of garlic hanging above the door, too. “How much time do you think we have to talk?” 
 
    I shook my head, “Let’s just talk about the question,” I said. “Are you coming on the assignment or not?” 
 
    “Carmilla would never let me,” she huffed. 
 
    “Dahlia is making her give you a chance.” 
 
    “Really? Dahlia? The white-haired chick who was fake-ass crying into your chest at breakfast yesterday?” she asked in shock. “I figured her for a lunatic, but it sounds like she’s the reasonable one.” 
 
    I chuckled. She had Dahlia totally wrong, but I could see why she’d think that way about her. She was a bit unusual, for sure. “I’ve learned that I have a type, and the main two bells they all ring are ‘psycho’ and ‘crazy hot.’” 
 
    “Checks out,” she agreed. “And I easily fall under that umbrella as well, don’t I,” she inched closer, “Daddy?” She teased the last word in a sultry whisper. 
 
    I pretended it was funny or cute and just sort of smirked, but by now I was as hard as Elden Ring. “Anyway, are you down?” 
 
    “When is it? What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll get the details for you later, but I believe it’s the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    She nodded. “I should be able to handle it. But you’d better raise me from the dead or something when that psycho vampire bitch kills me,” she said, wagging her finger aggressively. 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I started to say, but then I chuckled. “You’d make a delightful skeleton, though,” I teased. 
 
    She scowled at me, but then she looked like she suddenly remembered something important. “Speaking of minions, follow me,” she said as she suddenly disappeared around the corner into the section of her room that, if it was anything like my room, would have her bed. I sweated from the anticipation of what might be offered next. 
 
    Nope. Wasn’t what I thought. 
 
    When I turned the corner, I saw the homunculus we’d stolen, or at least its many severed parts, spread out on the bed. Some were still twitching. A bloodied bone saw and some other “tools” rested on the nightstand next to the bed. 
 
    “This is why I was naked,” she said. “I didn’t want to get my clothes messy.” 
 
    I shook my head at the bizarre reasoning. “What the fuck are you doing with that thing?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at me like I had just spoken another language out of the blue. “What did you think I was going to do with it? Play dress-up? I’m trying to figure out what makes it tick on a biological and magical level,” she said, exasperated by my apparent stupidity. 
 
    She groaned. “Anyway, it doesn’t have any internal organs, so that’s the most interesting part. It’s just meat and bone held together by magic. Even the ‘skin’ is synthetic, some alchemical approximation of human flesh, but it’s tougher and more, umm, plastic-like to the touch.” 
 
    “Does any of this information help us?” I asked. 
 
    “Hold on. Yes. Watch this.” She reached into the chest cavity of the homunculus, which had earlier been sliced open, and pulled out a stony lump. 
 
    “Okay, cool. What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a fucking rock, Liam, what does it look like?” 
 
    I cocked my head. “Come again? What’s a rock doing in there?” 
 
    “Take a look at this,” she said, handing the stone to me. I hesitantly grabbed it, knowing full well where it’d been, but I didn’t want to chicken out. Peer pressure always worked on me, especially when goth chicks with pinup model proportions were involved. I took a look at the stone and noticed a series of runic inscriptions. 
 
    “So this is its control center?” I asked, guessing. “Kind of like a heart and brain rolled into one?” 
 
    “Basically,” she confirmed. “I still have to research some of the runes, but I think this thing will be the key to us creating our own advanced flesh golems or even homunculi, maybe making our minions permanent,” she said. 
 
    Whoa. That was a prospect. Permanent minions, maybe ones that could regenerate when inside of an area of protection, like the ones still in the stadium. I almost shivered at the possibilities. 
 
    “I must say, Mimi, you’ve outdone yourself,” I admitted. “This could be huge.” 
 
    “Did I do good, Daddy?” she asked, licking her lips again and rubbing her legs together suggestively. It was like a game to her, maybe a joke, but a game or joke she clearly enjoyed on a few levels. In the interest of transparency, I’ll confess that I didn’t hate it, either. 
 
    “You did very well, sweetheart,” I said, patting her on the head. 
 
    “Fuck,” she mumbled in frustration, clenching her little fists. A look of irritation spread across her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, puzzled by the sudden change in her tone. 
 
    “I have to be careful with you,” she groaned. “Because of you-know-who.” 
 
    I nodded, “Yes, I’d better go before your sense of self-preservation is outweighed by how badly you want my dick.” 
 
    Her eyes shot wide open, and her cheeks flushed bright red from the comment. “Oh, fuck you!” she said, tossing a pillow at me. I laughed, but then a thought occurred to me. 
 
    “Shit, please tell me you haven’t placed any severed body parts on that pillow,” I pleaded. 
 
    Her wide-eyed silence spoke volumes. 
 
    “I’m going to go take a shower,” I said. 
 
    “Good idea,” she agreed. 
 
    I unlocked the door and opened it. “See you the day after tomorrow?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded with a heartfelt smile. “Bye-bye, Daddy,” she cooed with a wink. 
 
    “Bye, Mimi,” I winked back. I walked out of the room and into my own, pleased that the interaction had gone infinitely better than the last one. I hopped in the shower and tried to sort out my thoughts. 
 
    I had to head out on that solo mission as soon as the crystal came. I planned to lean on Uther for that one. And then I needed to check in with Dahlia and Carmilla and see how their time in the library went. After that, there would be the big mission with the three girls. I had a busy few days ahead of me, but I was flourishing. I was starting to feel a bit hopeful that everything might work out after all, and that maybe just being the best damn necromancer I could be was my new purpose in life. 
 
    And maybe one of my girlfriends wouldn’t brutally murder another one of my girlfriends in the next forty-eight hours. 
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   U ther stood beside me, shoulder to shoulder, and growled to signal his readiness for the leap of faith that always kickstarted every assignment. I patted him on the head and took a deep breath, closing my eyes and exhaling—reflecting on how far I’d come to get to where I was at that moment. 
 
    The life I had lived before seemed so far away, but every once in a while, in a quiet moment, it’d haunt me. I couldn’t let that happen on this mission. I dismissed the dark thoughts and leaned against Uther for support as he affectionately nuzzled my side. 
 
    Are we going to stare at the cliff all day? he asked. 
 
    Cheeky bastard. I shook my head. “Let’s go.” As though we’d practiced it, we took off in unison. We were so in sync by this point that we leapt together off the edge of the cliff, tumbling side by side as I crumbled the crystal mid-descent. The portal opened up, and we toppled and twisted through it. 
 
    We hit mossy soil on the other side. Grass, moss, and gravestones were everywhere, etched with names written in Romanian or some language along those lines. This was Earth! This was my world! 
 
    I was so excited from this epiphany that it took me a moment to notice that I scarcely felt any of the usual portal sickness. “I guess I’m getting used to portal travel,” I figured. 
 
    Might be because this world is similar to your own, Uther mused. 
 
    “This is my world, Uther,” I said. “This is Earth. These names are in a language I can recognize.” 
 
    He shook his big white head, stardust sprinkling out of his eyes as he did. No, he said. That’s unlikely. There are millions if not billions of versions of Earth scattered across the multiverse. The odds that this is yours is positively minute, he explained. 
 
    I furrowed my brow, taking it in. That information didn’t clash with anything else I’d learned, but it did raise more questions I wasn’t equipped to answer right now. 
 
    The brief that Professor Whately gave me stated that the assignment’s objective was to exterminate some manner of corruption in the tombs beneath a crypt that had a statue of a weeping devil knelt in prayer in front of it. I could already make out the specific statue on the other side of the small graveyard. “Do you think I should raise a few zombies or skeletons before we head into the crypt?” I asked. 
 
    Uther looked at me quizzically, cocking his head sideways in a way that would be cute if he weren’t so huge. Of course. Why wouldn’t you? 
 
    “Maybe it’d be disrespectful to the people buried here,” I shrugged. 
 
    It would be, he confirmed. But who cares? On a cosmic scale, you could blow up the planet and it wouldn’t matter. This world represents less than a hundred-trillionth of a percent of the humanoid population spread across the cosmos. Do you think anyone is going to notice you exhume a few graves in one graveyard? 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that,” I sneered as I raised my hand. The soil beneath three graves surrounding us shifted and vibrated, and within moments, a few bony hands emerged from the soil, Return of the Living Dead style, and slowly pulled their skeletal bodies out of their graves. Uther, growing impatient, helped to dig them out himself. 
 
    Shall we? 
 
    “Minions and familiars first,” I teased. 
 
    Uther led the way while my three skeletons surrounded me in a protective formation. They weren’t the most impressive minions I’d ever summoned, but I couldn’t raise the whole graveyard for a single narrow crypt. 
 
    When we got to the front door of the crypt, I stopped outside to examine the door and best appraise how we might go about opening it. It didn’t have a knob or lever of any kind—it was merely shut with no apparent mechanism to open it. I tried to examine the script written on the tomb's door, but was quickly frustrated to find it was all scrawled in something like Romanian. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. 
 
    “This mean anything to you?” I asked. Uther shook his head. “I was talking to the skeletons.” The skeletons stared forward blankly, as I knew they would. I sighed. 
 
    “There are some symbols on here. They look to be the symbols for the four elements,” I said. 
 
    Yes, it’s a riddle, Uther said. But how about I just bust down the damn door? 
 
    “Be my guest, be my guest, put their stonework to the test,” I sang with a reference to a 1990s Disney film that I was sure went over the heads of my skeletal minions. 
 
    Uther leaned back, poised to pounce, and then leapt into the air, colliding forcefully with the door. He managed to shake it, but was repelled backward so quickly and abruptly that I only narrowly had time to dodge out of the way. One of my skeletons wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    “Are you okay, buddy?” I exclaimed with concern, rushing over to him. He picked himself up and rattled in frustration. “Maybe we need to find another way in.” 
 
    No, he insisted. I felt it give way. One more try, Master. 
 
    “One more try,” I agreed, holding my index finger up for emphasis. “Just one more, and then we’re trying my way.” 
 
    My way turned out to be unnecessary. Uther charged into the door, and this time, his force was beyond the absorption capacity of the protection spell on the it. I watched in awe as the door crumbled before him. 
 
    “Showoff,” I said. 
 
    Bitch, Uther retorted. 
 
    We walked through the crypt entrance cautiously, skeletons in tow. “Where did you learn to use the B word like that?” I asked in amusement. 
 
    I heard Randolph say it once, he confessed. 
 
    “He’s a bad influence on you,” I laughed. 
 
    On the main floor of the crypt, I saw no stairway leading down into a lower level. I only saw three stone coffins laid out, each securely closed. 
 
    “The entrance must be under one of those,” I said. 
 
    Uther nodded his agreement. The skeletons made rattling and clattering sounds against the stone floor of the crypt as they waited for something to do. 
 
    “Exploding skull!” I shouted, jutting my wand out in front of me. A red flaming skull was conjured from the tip of the rod and flew at the first coffin, causing it to detonate into hundreds of tiny pieces—a few of which smacked me on the chin and the chest. 
 
    I have a note, Uther said with an audible sigh. Do you have to announce the spell? 
 
    I laughed at the adorable question. “Actually, I worked hard to get this one to the point where I didn’t need to utter the original incantation out loud.” 
 
    So you could scream ‘Exploding Skull?’ If you’ve never seen both irritation and befuddlement expressed on a fox’s face at the same time, I highly recommend it. True chef’s kiss material. 
 
    “Correct, my fine foxy friend,” I said. “Exploding Skull! Exploding Skull!” I fired off two more shots, one for each of the remaining coffins. This time, the skeletons were ready, dramatically diving to protect me from incoming debris. By the look of it, the wreckage wouldn’t have hit me anyway, but I sure appreciated their gumption. A few pieces glanced off of Uther, but he didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    There, Uther said after a deep sniff. The middle sarcophagus. No body. And my nose tells me something else is different. 
 
    I nodded and gestured for the skeletons to make themselves useful. They went over to investigate and pulled loose debris and tile away to reveal a winding staircase beneath the ruined coffin. I flashed them an approving thumbs up. Their vacant skulls stared back blankly, and they did not reciprocate the gesture. 
 
    “I wish my skeletons had more personality,” I complained. 
 
    Please don’t spend mana on that, Master. 
 
    We descended the staircase, and as we did so, torches lit themselves at every fifth step. 
 
    “We may have just lost the element of surprise,” I noted. 
 
    I think ‘Exploding Skull’ took care of that, Uther cleverly pointed out. 
 
    “I think you breaking down the crypt door didn’t help much, either.” 
 
    At the base of the stairs was a long, narrow corridor with more self-lighting torches, leading down a damp and dusty pathway. An impressively dense ecosystem of fungus, rats, spiders, and lesser vermin had made their homes down here, and now and then I could make out the sound of skittering rodent paws and dripping water. The stink was awful, exactly as you’d expect it to be from that description. 
 
    After several minutes of walking down a particular pathway, we finally came to a larger chamber with three doors. One door had a painting of a bottle of wine, another bore a picture of some kind of spiky crown, and the third had an image of a scepter. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked. “Is this another riddle?” 
 
    I think it’s just a choice. Which door do you want to go through? 
 
    I thought about it for a moment, quickly settling on an answer. “The crown,” I said. “If that’s a magical item, it must be powerful. And I already have a wand, so no need for a scepter.” 
 
    Well-reasoned, Uther said. In any case, maybe we’ll have the opportunity to double back and investigate the other two doors once we finish the first. 
 
    “I’m hoping so,” I said. I noticed a hole in the wall between the doors. “Look at that,” I said. 
 
    A rat hole? Uther asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “If rats can puncture it, then I think you’ve got this, buddy.” 
 
    Say no more. Uther charged the door with the crown on it, collapsing and crumbling it with ease. 
 
    “For the record, I think ‘Exploding Skull’ could have handled that one, too,” I said. 
 
    We walked through the broken door, but no torches lit themselves here. I held my wand up, lighting the ruby focus like a little red light bulb, giving the room a rather sinister quality. 
 
    “So, I think we didn’t need to debate the doors as much as we did,” I said. Now that we could see our surroundings, it was plain that all three doors led to the exact same large chamber. The ceiling here was also a lot higher than outside the room, and there was a large chair at the center of a staged area that resembled a throne, but no king sat atop it. The most obvious thing to notice, however, was the smell. 
 
    It reeks in here, Uther said. 
 
    He was right. It smelled like rotten food, rotten flesh, and shit. I looked around the room. Nothing. Confused, I looked up. 
 
    “Oh,” I said dimly. 
 
    There, crawling silently above us on the high ceiling of the chamber, was something that was halfway between a mutated spider and a man. It had eight limbs, each of them with humanlike hands and feet, but its skin was a deep blue—a coloration that was hard to decipher due to the red light of my ruby—and it had eyes of various kinds and sizes spattered across its face and chest. Its many-fanged mouth, or the closest approximation of a mouth that it possessed, was on its stomach. This thing was an abomination, plain and simple. 
 
    Kill it with fire, Uther’s voice rumbled in my mind. 
 
    “Exploding Skull!” I shouted, and a stream of skulls emitted from my hand. Uther himself was able to do little from the ground but be the channel for additional skulls, and the skeletons looked even more clueless. I watched in frustration as the monster deftly dodged as it skittered across the ceiling, even avoiding the fiery explosions. 
 
    “Drain Lifeforce!” I shouted. 
 
    Please stop, Uther groaned. 
 
    I attempted to shoot a beam of life-draining energy at the hideous thing—but to no avail. My spell made contact with nothing but the dusty air as it moved too rapidly for me to catch. 
 
    Don’t aim at it, Uther suggested. Aim where it’s going to be. 
 
    Of course. The ultimate principle of ranged boss fights. I readjusted my mindset and let loose another barrage of Exploding Skulls—trademark pending—catching it by surprise on a third and final blast as it was propelled off the ceiling by the blow. 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted victoriously as it fell—until I realized it was falling directly on top of me. Suddenly I was pinned under its legs, staring this thing directly in its horridly malodorous maw. “Regret!” I shouted as I tried to shove it off of me but to no avail. “Deep regret!” 
 
    Uther wasted no time, pouncing on the thing just before its teeth had the opportunity to sink into my flesh. I shuddered to think of what I might have contracted even if I’d survived such an injury. 
 
    I sat up and saw Uther and the two remaining skeletons going buck wild on the creature, resulting in one limb being torn off, followed by another, followed by something which, I suppose, could probably have been called the thing’s ‘head’ at some point, but it was far too mutated and corrupted now to be recognized as such. 
 
    I cast a life-draining spell once again, but this time, I didn’t announce it. The spell made contact with the creature, still flailing as what little life it had left came to an end, and finally, it slumped to the ground with a generous, satisfying thud. Uther stubbornly continued ripping off legs and chewing on its body, but the skeletons ceased their assault and stood by waiting for an order. They knew death when they saw it and knew there was no point in continuing. 
 
    I walked over to the throne at the center of the room and investigated it. It was crusty with some sort of dried sticky substance. I didn’t want to imagine what it could have been, but it was thick and scablike—and decidedly nasty. That’s all I needed to know. Looking behind the chair, though, I saw a crown and a scepter. 
 
    “Bingo!” I shouted. 
 
    Uther walked over to me with a leg in his mouth to see for himself what I’d found. I showed him the loot with pride. 
 
    Nice work, he said. Are we done here, then? 
 
    “I think so. Grab the head so we have some proof.” 
 
    He nodded, dropped the leg, and picked the thing’s malformed head in his mighty jaws. I couldn’t stop staring at the crown. It was this jagged, silvery thing. It’d look good on my head, I thought. I should put it on. 
 
    “Hey, Uther,” I called out, “You think I should put this on?” I held the spiky crown up for him to see. 
 
    I’m gonna have to give a Super-No to that idea, my dude, he said. 
 
    “What do you know?” I asked crossly, holding it covetously in both hands, eyes lustfully fixated on its every glimmering spike. “And stop learning slang from Randolph. Stupid weirdly colloquial fox.” 
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   I  returned to campus through the Waypoint Spell, showing up just outside of the school grounds, looking at the walls and gate, sweaty, a bit scratched up, and covered in blasphemous fluids. A bit worse for wear, honestly, but then again, it could have been far worse. Spider-Man back there could have laid its eggs in me or something fittingly macabre, for example. 
 
    I was weary and battle-worn, so I opted to ride Uther in through the gate of Esoterica, happening upon Brian and Randolph walking back to the dorms from class. They took one look at me, and to my amusement, Randolph groaned in mock disgust. 
 
    “Now you’re just being extra,” he said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Fuck you, I’m tired,” I said. I pulled the crown out of my satchel. “I need a second opinion, boys,” I started. “I should put this on, right?” 
 
    Brian vigorously shook his head. Randolph laughed for a minute until his face soured and tensed up with the apparent realization that I was serious. 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” he said. “That thing is C.A.F,” he said. 
 
    “What’s C.A.F.?” I asked, scratching my stubble with one of the crown’s many spikes. 
 
    “Cursed As Fuck,” Brian explained. “Just absorb it, cultivate, and be done.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    I told you, Uther sang smugly. 
 
    “Shut your vexing vulpine mouth,” I mumbled, hopping off his back. “Where are you two headed?” I asked the guys. 
 
    “Dahlia’s at the library,” Randolph said. “She said she found something there we may want to check out.” 
 
    My lips parted, remembering that I was the one who sent her there to begin with. “Good girl,” I said. “I think it pertains to me. Mind if I tag along?” 
 
    They took another look at me. Brian looked like he was going to choke. “Do you want to, like, clean up or something?” 
 
    “Relax, I got this,” Randolph said, and he chanted something ancient and eerie as he brandished his rapier in front of my face. Right before my eyes, the goop and guts evaporated, and the dried blood that was smeared around my slowly scabbing wounds turned to mist and floated away. Pretty sure I smelled less sweaty, too! 
 
    “Neat trick!” I conceded. 
 
    “It ain’t Necromancy, punk, so you can’t learn it,” he gloated, sticking out his tongue. I flicked my wand and hastily imprisoned him in a cage of bones that sprang from the ground beneath him. “Oh, real fucking mature,” he said. To my surprise, one slash of his magic sword sent the bones tumbling to the ground. “Shall we, then?” he asked, swooping his arms dramatically toward the direction of the library. 
 
    “We shall,” Brian responded with a showy curtsy. 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and we headed to the library, where we were escorted by the creepy Mr. Shaw to the study room occupied by Dahlia, Carmilla, and Evelyn. We bid him a hasty farewell and walked through the doors, anticipation creeping down my spine. 
 
    “Hey ladies,” I said, plopping down next to Dahlia. Carmilla, who was seated between Dahlia and Evelyn, stood up immediately and switched her seat to the one on the other side of me, so I was once again sandwiched by my two harem girls. Each girl gave me a quick peck on the cheek, and Carmilla reached for my hand as Dahlia began clearing her throat and looking over the pile of notes she’d assembled. 
 
    “So I guess I’m just a sack of shit, then?” Evelyn grumbled at her sudden abandonment. Carmilla looked past me to flash her a guilty and apologetic smile but said nothing. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Evelyn baby, Papa Randy’s here to cozy on up to you,” he said, taking the newly vacated position to the demoness’s left. 
 
    “Lucky me,” she groaned through a sarcastic smile and a flailing forked tongue. “Aren’t I the belle of the freaking ball?” 
 
    Brian sat on the other side of her and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “You’re still the prettiest to me, love,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks, but you’re gay. Doesn’t count.” The three of them shared a chuckle that lasted just long enough for Dahlia to gather her thoughts. 
 
    “It’s good that everyone’s here,” she began. “I did as you said, Liam, and you’re right. Something is very wrong.” 
 
    I sat up anxiously and leaned forward. She pulled out a file filled with old-school newsletter clippings and bulletins. They smelled musty, and the color of many of them was much closer to yellow than it was the white that they probably began as. 
 
    “Every time a student moves on and decides to leave the academy, the Headmistress and the student’s adviser take a photo with them. It’s a tradition, sort of a simple commencement or graduation,” she said. “But not really anything as complicated as that. Anyway, the photos end up in the school newsletter.” 
 
    She placed a handful of clipped photos on the page. A few of them were of Eliza Waite, the current Headmistress. She looked pretty much identical to how she looked now, with the exception of darker hair in a few of the earlier dated photos, and a face with fewer wrinkles. 
 
    Then Dahlia put out a few more photos of the previous Headmaster, a man named Quinton Waite, judging by the caption. 
 
    “The first thing that jumped out at me was the fact that their surnames were the same,” Dahlia said. 
 
    I nodded, and I knew the answer to that one. “The Headmistress adopted the surname Waite after she took over the post,” I said. “She told me as much.” 
 
    “And doesn’t that seem odd to you?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    What could I do but shrug? It was odd, no doubt, but she was an odd woman. “So what? This isn’t much to go on.” 
 
    “She’s just getting started,” Carmilla said, fidgeting excitedly in her seat. “There’s more.” 
 
    Dahlia picked up one of the photos of a headmaster called Elias. He was posing with a sweet-looking twenty-something student, grinning enthusiastically, while Elias Waite merely sneered at the camera. “Take a look at the caption here,” Dahlia said. 
 
    I read it aloud. “Eliza Baker.” My jaw dropped. “No fucking way,” I said. “Eliza. That’s—” 
 
    “The Headmistress!” Carmilla shouted excitedly. I looked around. The gravity of this epiphany was lost on most of the people here, but they were clearly focused and trying to piece it together as much as I was. I appreciated the feeling of solidarity. 
 
    “Hold on a second, look at her face!” I said, pointing to Eliza Baker, who I now immediately recognized as the Headmistress when I looked at her more closely. “She’s smiling! Brightly!” 
 
    “So what?” Randolph asked. 
 
    “The Headmistress doesn’t do that,” I said. “She’ll weakly smile in approval every once in a while, but most of the time she just—” 
 
    “Sneers?” interrupted Dahlia. She tapped the photo of the previous Headmaster in Eliza’s commencement photo. 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. All the headmasters have the exact same sneer. It’s creepy.” 
 
    “It’s not a coincidence, Liam,” Dahlia said. “They’re all the same person.” 
 
    My heart slammed the breaks, stopping dead in my chest as I processed what she’d said. If that was true, if the Headmistress, all the way back to Asenath Waite, was just one person, then that meant they switched bodies every generation. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” Randolph said, tapping the photo again. “What’s different about this photo with Elias and Headmistress Eliza compared to the others?” 
 
    Everyone leaned in close for a closer look. Half of us were bumping shoulders and elbows. We were like the Scooby Gang pouring over clues. 
 
    “Jinkies!” I exclaimed. Everyone flashed me a confused look. “Where’s her adviser? The Headmaster and the adviser are in every other commencement photo, but only the Headmaster is in this one.” 
 
    “Maybe the Headmaster was her adviser?” Evelyn said with a shrug. 
 
    “You know who else has a Headmaster for their adviser?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Fucking Liam!” Carmilla shouted, snapping her fingers. 
 
    My head was spinning. No way. Then that meant… 
 
    “She’s going to take over your body!” Dahlia shouted. “She’s grooming you, Liam, making you as powerful as she can because you have something she lacks.” 
 
    “Necromancy?” I asked. 
 
    “Particularly strong Necromancy,” Dahlia nodded. “And maybe,” she added, “the harem powers.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent. The Headmistress had been so invested in my growth, not because she cared about me or my success, but so she might one day steal my body and all my powers. 
 
    “Hope you like the name Liam Waite,” Evelyn teased. Carmilla flashed her a dark look, and the demoness shrank beneath it. 
 
    “This isn’t a joke,” Dahlia said, also glaring at Evelyn angrily. “Liam, we need to stop her.” 
 
    The notion was madness. Stop the Headmistress? She could conjure anything out of thin air. She was as close to all-powerful as I could imagine and the most imposing thing I’d encountered since arriving at Esoterica. What Dahlia proposed was impossible. 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s just no way. Maybe I can run,” I said. 
 
    “No,” Dahlia said. “You’re strong enough. Together, we can take her down. Believe in our combined efforts!” 
 
    “Dahlia, that’s treasonous,” Randolph said coolly but in a tone that urged us to choose our words carefully. “And also cheesy as hell.” I couldn’t disagree with either point. 
 
    “Treasonous? This isn’t a country,” Carmilla said with a scoff. “And she’s no one’s queen. Liam didn’t come all this way to be preyed upon by a centuries-old body-snatching hag!” 
 
    “When do we do it?” Brian asked frankly. I looked at him, aghast. I hadn’t expected his support. Judging by the look of things, Randolph was equally taken aback. “And how?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Dahlia admitted. “But you can bet I’ll be working on it.” 
 
    “We do have the advantage of surprise,” Carmilla pointed out. “No one but those in this room has any idea about this, and I highly suggest nobody says a word of this outside of here.” 
 
    “Well, you can count me out,” Randolph said. “You all have my well-wishes, but you’re really poking the damn bear if you think you can beat the Headmistress in a fight, fair or not.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Randolph,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “This isn’t your battle. Thank you for keeping it a secret, at least.” 
 
    He nodded halfheartedly and shrank under my eye contact. “Anyway, you guys have fun plotting your assassination or whatever. I have a feeling the less I know, the better,” he said, dismissing himself and bidding us goodbye. We let him go with a few parting words but quickly fell back on the business at hand. 
 
    “Is everyone here on board?” Carmilla asked. 
 
    Everyone nodded. It was heartwarming to see so much support, so many people signing up for what we all probably knew might be a suicide mission, but I tried not to think about that. Instead, I focused on the plan. 
 
    “I can summon her,” I said. “She’ll come if I call.” I held up the coin. “I could do it right now.” 
 
    Dahlia shook her head. “No, not yet. Let’s do the mission first. We could use a quick mana boost if we manage to snag one, and who knows,” she continued, now eyeing Carmilla, “Maybe Memento might turn out to be another ally.” 
 
    “She’s on board, by the way,” I said. “With the mission later this week, I mean,” I quickly clarified. Carmilla nodded, for the first time not looking entirely pissed off by the mention of Memento’s name. Dahlia looked back down at her evidence. 
 
    “There’s more here,” she said. “But we all reached the same conclusion pretty fast. I don’t think I need to continue with this.” 
 
    “Burn it, Evelyn,” Carmilla said. The demoness conjured a flame in her hand and scorched the file and all the evidence of our snooping around. I watched blankly as it crumbled to ash. 
 
    Brian looked around, a bit bewildered by the info dump. “Okay, so, to restate the plan, we’re going to use Liam’s amulet to summon the Headmistress, and then we’ll ambush and kill her?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Dahlia said with an exasperated sigh and a feeble shrug that showed her awareness of the insanity of the plan. “We can flesh the details out later, but that’s about the gist of it.” 
 
    It sounded insane. It was insane. “Yep,” I confirmed. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “Right, then. Brilliant,” he said. “Well, I’m going to get some dinner and start thinking about the epitaph on my headstone.” We all laughed darkly at the remark. It stung, a little close to home. A little too real. Before I knew it, we’d all retired to our respective rooms back at the dorm, many of us walking back together. 
 
    “Should I go back to your room with you?” Dahlia asked, stroking my chest. Once again, I felt the tantalizing electricity of her touch, and it was hard to turn her down. 
 
    “No,” I managed, nonetheless. “I need to keep my head in the game. If I let myself become distracted, I’ll lose valuable time I could have spent studying and getting ready for you-know-what.” I whispered the last bit. 
 
    Carmilla whimpered. “Can I have just a little of your blood?” she begged. I rolled my eyes and lifted my wrist for her. “Oh, did I say blood? I meant dick.” 
 
    I felt my face flush suddenly. Still, I shook my head defiantly. “Foul temptress!” I rasped at her jokingly. “I really need to study!” 
 
    “Come on, it’s been like a bajillion years since I tasted it,” she pleaded. 
 
    “It’s been, like, not even a week,” I said, correcting her. 
 
    “What did I say?” she shrugged. “Same difference.” 
 
    “I still haven’t tasted it,” Dahlia said, glaring at her jealously. “Seems pretty unfair to me, if I’m being honest. I’m his original soulmate, after all.” She twisted her lips into a crooked frown. 
 
    Soon, we were outside the door to my room. “I’ll tell you what. When we finish this mission, I promise that before we make any dangerous moves, I will ravage each of you to your heart’s content,” I growled, gripping their firm, supple asses. 
 
    Carmilla purred as she buried her face in my neck, melting at my touch and my erotic promise. Dahlia, though, had a different reaction. She cleared her throat and raised her voice slightly. “And that might include you, too, Memento, if you play nice and be a good girl!” 
 
    I heard a little “Eep!” from behind Memento’s door and the soft pitter-pattering of feet as she retreated deeper into her room when she realized her eavesdropping had been found out. Dahlia knew things. The perks of being a Divination sorceress, I guess. 
 
    Carmilla broke from me and walked up to the outside of Memento’s room. “Memento,” she said, her lips inches from the door. “Please let Dahlia be right about you. This is me giving you a chance. Please.” She paused. “Liam needs you.” I was more than a little shocked to hear such sincerity from Carmilla being directed toward her, but it was a relief and a damn good sign. 
 
    “Yep, be a good girl, Mimi, and you’ll be rewarded!” I said, cupping my hand to my face for volume. I couldn’t resist. Even as I said it, my stomach twisted with the beginnings of cold regret. 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” I heard her little voice say faintly from the other side of the door. Both of my women flashed me an alarmed look. Dahlia’s was a look that said, “Oh no! Danger!” Carmilla’s seemed to say something quite different. 
 
    “Liam. You didn’t,” Carmilla said, fangs out, pinning me up against the wall. 
 
    I threw my hands up innocently. “Whoa, whoa!” I said, “I most definitely did not.” 
 
    “Explain, then,” Dahlia replied, crossing her arms, clearly on Carmilla’s side all of a sudden. 
 
    Goddammit, Liam, I scolded myself, you couldn’t have kept that one locked down a bit longer? 
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   T he four of us—Dahlia, Carmilla, Memento, and me—stood outside what appeared to be a simple but dilapidated log cabin in the middle of a gloomy thicket. There was little foliage on the ground, but mushrooms were almost everywhere, and brownish-red dried pine needles took the place of grass. The soil was cracked and parched, and the sky was… well, it was hard to say. The forest was dark and dense, and the canopy was so high and overpowering that I couldn’t even guess at the time of day, but a little light shone on the cabin, the one spot where the trees weren’t so dense, so I figured it couldn’t be night here yet. 
 
    “What’s the mission again?” Memento asked. 
 
    I looked at her with an eyebrow cocked. “Didn’t you read the brief?” I asked. “I slipped a copy under your door last night.” 
 
    “I saw it,” she said. 
 
    “You didn’t read it?” Carmilla asked, bemused. She cocked her head sideways and flashed a judgmental look at the pink-haired goth. “Seriously?” 
 
    Dahlia remained unphased, though. “At random intervals throughout the night, strange things have happened in this forest,” she said. “This cabin seems to be the source of these supernatural activities.” 
 
    “So we have to investigate the source,” I said. “And it’s likely to be some phat loot that we can convert to mana.” 
 
    Dahlia nodded without breaking her fixed staring contest with the cabin. “Correct. And something else, more specifically useful to us,” she teased knowingly. “According to the Headmistress, that is.” 
 
    “So our mission is to, like, spend the night in a creepy haunted cabin?” Memento asked, clearly unimpressed by the proposition. She looked at all of us expectantly. “Do you not see how this sounds like a bad idea?” 
 
    “Well, in the scary movies on my Earth, it’s usually a jock, a stoner, a virgin, and a slut,” I said. “Not four badass mages.” 
 
    She giggled. “Point taken.” 
 
    Dahlia blinked as she finally glanced back at us. “I have literally no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    We walked up to the front porch. The steps creaked beneath our feet as eerily as you’d expect. The cabin looked old, decades-old at least. The wood was dried out, cracked, and faded to the point where it was hard to be sure if it was ever painted at all or if the builders just threw some unfinished wood together and said, “Yep, here’s a cabin.” 
 
    The door hung open on its hinges, gaping wide enough for us to squeeze through. I reached for it nonetheless, pulling it open for the ladies to walk through easily. 
 
    “Thank you,” Memento winked, added a whispered “…Daddy.” I gulped a bit, smiled weakly, and tried to think about baseball and cold showers. The three women passed into the cabin, leaving me to walk in last. 
 
    There were only three rooms on the main floor of the structure, but a cellar door was chained shut and blended into the floorboards, not unlike ones I’d seen in many horror movies. It was clearly visible from the door. 
 
    All of the furniture in the cabin was wood. The craftsmanship seemed to vary, though, with the chairs being rather impressive and the coffee table in front of them feeling rather slapped together—just a long box with a wider plank resting atop it. 
 
    The glass on all the windows had long since been broken. by the look of it—I couldn’t even find any shards on the floor. What I did find, however, was a hell of a lot of dust and dirt. 
 
    The door to the right of the cramped living room was a makeshift bedroom with a surprisingly large bed—at least queen-sized, by my estimate. The covers looked filthy, though, like they’d been wet, molded, dried, and then gone through that cycle again and again until we finally showed up. There were hinges on the door frame outside the bedroom, but the door itself had apparently been removed at one point or another and never replaced. 
 
    As the ladies began casting spells to clean up all the dust, mold, and filth scattered around the cabin, starting with the bed and the bedroom, I checked out the last unexplored room on the main floor. It was a sort of kitchen with an icebox and a wood-burning stove that connected to a chimney. An entirely wooden kitchen seemed like a pretty bad idea, but I followed it to its end and reached another door leading outside—a backdoor. When I opened it up, I realized it led to a secluded area where there was a latrine, marked clearly by a crescent on the door. 
 
    “Good to know,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I slipped my hands into my pockets and walked back in to find that the gals had made their way into the kitchen as well. They quickly removed all the dust and grime with a few incantations. This place looked good as new, minus a fresh paint job and a missing door, anyway. 
 
    “You three should start a cleaning service,” I teased. 
 
    “Why didn’t you help, asshole?” Memento said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Carmilla laughed. “He’s a bit of a one-trick pony when it comes to schools of magic,” she explained. Memento’s expression betrayed the fact that she didn’t quite get what the raven-haired vampire meant by her remark. 
 
    “He can’t use any magic except for Necromancy,” Dahlia tried to clarify. “But his potential for that school of magic is at least three times higher than an average Affinity.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It sounds cool, but it kind of sucks sometimes,” I admitted. 
 
    Dahlia stretched as she finished her task. It was a nice little blessing upon my day, as she jutted out her sizable bosom, and she certainly didn’t seem to mind my staring. In fact, when I got caught, she only seemed to pose more seductively, arching her back and flashing me a wink. “Let’s let our familiars out for a stretch, too,” she suggested. “Oscar, are you there?” 
 
    The little skull-faced gecko climbed out of her cloak and onto her shoulder, and she nuzzled him gently. 
 
    “Never been so jealous of a gecko,” I said. 
 
    “If you want it, come and get it,” she coaxed. 
 
    “Sheridan, come out!” Carmilla said, and the little vampire squirrel appeared at the window, but I couldn’t help but notice that something seemed different about him. It wasn’t lost on Carmilla, either. “Sheridan, are your eyes… different?” she asked. It was true; they were a rare shade of foggy blue, the same cloudy look and color I now associated with my own eyes. 
 
    “He’s cute!” Memento said. “Shadrack, looks like you can come out, too!” A tiny black drake flew through the broken glass of one of the other windows and landed on Memento’s shoulder, nuzzling its long neck against her face. She whispered something to the drake while maintaining seductive eye contact with me. 
 
    “That’s a pretty cool familiar,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “He’s the best!” she agreed. 
 
    “Summon Uther,” Dahlia prodded me. “I haven’t seen him in ages.” 
 
    I scratched my head awkwardly. “Uh, he’d feel a bit cramped in here, I think.” The girls stared at me suspiciously. “We’d better go back outside.” 
 
    When we were outside, I called out for Uther. “Uther!” I started, “Come on, you little shit, show yourself.” 
 
    A tree shook in the distance, and Uther, the bear-sized arctic fox, appeared before us, looking ferocious as hell. And there was something else about him, actually. 
 
    “Uther!” Dahlia gushed, adorably kicking a leg up behind her, “You’ve gotten so big!” 
 
    Memento looked like she might pee herself, but Carmilla stared in shock for a moment before she whipped her body toward me and leapt into my arms, with me seeing her move in just enough time that I managed to catch her. She kissed me deeply, and I could taste her sweet lips and cold, voracious tongue. After a moment, she pulled herself back, beaming at me, and made plain the reason for her outburst. 
 
    “He has my fangs!” she squealed, hugging me tightly. 
 
    It was true. Somewhere along the way, Uther had grown long, pointed vampire fangs akin to Carmilla’s. It must have just happened, because I didn’t remember them showing up on the mission the other day. 
 
    “And he has your eyes, Dahlia!” Memento announced like it was news to anyone but her. “That’s so wild!” 
 
    “It’s because we’re linked,” Dahlia said, kissing me on the cheek, even as Carmilla ravaged my lips with her own. “Soulmates.” 
 
    Memento’s face plainly showed that she’d just realized she was in way over her head with us. Before long, though, the excitement had died down, and we found ourselves back inside, sitting in the chairs in the living room, unsure as to what to do next. 
 
    “I mean, we just wait, right?” I said. 
 
    “I have a feeling whatever we’re here for is down there,” Memento said, pointing at the cellar door. I tended to agree. I could almost feel something calling to me from down in those depths. 
 
    Carmilla looked more cautious, though. “I have to admit,” she said, “you’re probably right. But it’s locked, and this has been going on for years, so if it were as easy as walking into the cellar and grabbing some shit, I think someone would have done it by now.” 
 
    Dahlia echoed the sentiment with an affirmative grunt. “She’s right. I’m not saying we shouldn’t go down there, but let’s take our time. We have all night. Besides, I don’t feel anything from it with particular relevance to this mission, and I’m the divination sorceress, after all.” 
 
    That surprised me, but I wasn’t going to doubt her. “Alright,” I agreed. “Let’s see what happens first. Dahlia, you use your magic when something weird starts going on, and maybe we’ll be able to confirm the source, or at least something about it.” 
 
    “Good idea,” she agreed. 
 
    “What do we do in the meantime?” Carmilla asked, looking around the group for any suggestions. I remained silent. I guess I forgot to pack a deck of cards. Dahlia wasn’t much more forthcoming with ideas, either. 
 
    Memento looked at me and then at the two other women and our pensive faces with a look of utter befuddlement. “I mean, we will absolutely fuck, right? Am I crazy? I totally thought we were going to fuck.” 
 
    Carmilla glared at her. “You haven’t earned that just yet,” she said through gritted fangs, and her eyes went black and red and shone with a sinister light. Memento squealed in terror and shrank back into the chair in a fetal position. 
 
    Dahlia patted Carmilla on the back to calm her down and then sighed. “So, it’s still like this,” she said, exasperated. “You are exhausting sometimes, Carmilla Tepes.” 
 
    There was a long night ahead of us, and just as I was about to despair over my boredom, it happened. The first event. A crack of lightning, out of nowhere, struck somewhere outside, and rain started pouring down from the sky, only it wasn’t normal rain. No, it already smelled unusual, coppery, and the sound it made as it hit the ground was lighter, thinner than normal raindrops of a similar size, despite that absolute deluge. 
 
    We went outside to have a better look, and I knew exactly what it was as soon as I saw Carmilla’s eyes light up once again, this time in excitement. Like a kid experiencing her first snowfall of the year, she stood under the precipitation and stuck out her tongue, catching as many drops as she could, rubbing each drop that fell onto her skin all over her body. 
 
    “It’s heaven!” Carmilla shouted orgasmically. “We’re in heaven!” 
 
    It wasn’t heaven. It was blood. 
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   T he rain of blood painted us red. Dahlia shrieked and ran back inside before I could even properly react, but Memento’s face bore a look of intrigue and wonder as much as Carmilla’s showed lust and hunger. I shrank back to the doorway myself, beckoning for Memento to follow me, but my call went unheeded. 
 
    “Oh, what, we’re scared of a little blood now?” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Dahlia whined. “I’m wearing all white. You’re wearing bl—” 
 
    Her words trailed off as Carmilla stripped her red dress to the ground, topless but still wearing a pair of lacy, red-ribboned G-string panties that admittedly left little to the imagination. The continuous bloody downpour of rain made her moan and rub her body in feverish ecstasy. 
 
    “Wow, okay, so—” Memento began, but she was cut short by Carmilla as the vampire grabbed her by the neck and pulled her in for a forceful kiss. To my surprise, Memento wasted almost no time getting into it. Their hands clawed at each other, and soon Memento’s top was pulled off and crumpled on the forest floor. 
 
    “This is escalating really quickly,” I noted to Dahlia, who smirked smugly at the erotic display. I was a bit disturbed by the growing bulge in my pants. I really hoped this Bloody Mary shit didn’t awaken something in me. 
 
    “Well, you two have fun,” Dahlia uttered with a belabored sigh. “I guess I’ll get to work on divining the source.” 
 
    I followed her inside just as Carmilla thrust Memento continuing their frantic kissing. The goth’s impressive breasts and pierced nipples were now fully on display as her back was pressed up against a tree. It was hard to break my stare away from that, but I knew that there’d be time for fun later—if we made it out of here. 
 
    “Remarkable restraint you’ve shown so far,” Dahlia noted as she pulled a crystal ball out of a black satchel resting on her chair. It glowed a faint blue as her hand waved delicately over its surface. I noticed that the palm under the ball wasn’t really making contact, either. It was floating. 
 
    “I have literally the worst case of blue balls,” I said, nodding in solemn agreement. 
 
    Her hand rested on my thigh, and I melted at her powerful touch. “I promise I’ll take care of that as soon as we’re done here,” she said, leaning in to give me a kiss on the cheek that did little to stymie my urges. Her starlit eyes narrowed as she pulled back from the kiss, and I could tell she was having a similar internal struggle. 
 
    “Wow, so Carmilla and Memento, huh?” I noted, craning my head to try to catch another glimpse through the open door. They were the last two I expected to hook up. I mostly expected it to be me with literally anyone and everyone else. I was a little bummed not to be getting action, but there was work to be done. 
 
    Dahlia smirked and giggled in agreement. “I’ve known Carmilla and her aura long enough to know that’d happen eventually,” she admitted. “But the literal rain of blood sure helped things along.” 
 
    I said nothing. Instead, I looked around the room, suddenly very aware of how useless I was at this point. Dahlia seemed to notice my sudden change of expression. 
 
    “Lend me some of your power,” she said. “It’ll speed things up.” 
 
    I grunted my willingness. “How do I do that?” 
 
    “Just hold my hands as I cast the spell.” 
 
    I nodded, doing as she said. I took both of her hands in mine, and the ball remained suspended in the air perfectly between us. There was the electricity that I always felt when I touched her, but beyond that, it was hard to tell if I was helping or not. She offered no additional instructions, so I decided to remain silent and wait. 
 
    Dahlia’s lips shuddered the last words of her spell, that ugly alien tongue we all had to speak, and I could see an image take shape within the crystal sphere. 
 
    “The latrine?” I asked. “The source is there?” 
 
    Dahlia’s eyes were closed, but her head tilted, seeming to deny my interpretation. She said nothing, so I decided to remain silent, letting her focus. Soon enough, the crystal bore the image of some sort of underground tunnel. Dahlia’s eyes shot open, pitch-black now, rather than the starry celestial eyes I was used to. 
 
    “Dahlia, are you okay?” I’d seen her like this before, and it wasn’t under the best circumstances. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her eyes returning to normal. “There’s something underground.” 
 
    “Must be the cellar,” I said. “I’ll get the lock.” I stood up to walk over to it, but she stopped me. 
 
    “No, the wards are beyond us. I checked,” she said. “But somewhere, I sense another way into the earth.” 
 
    I sat back down. “So, what’s the move?” 
 
    “There’s a tunnel beneath the latrine,” she said. “Something’s down there.” 
 
    My brow lifted. “You really got a lot from that spell,” I noted. 
 
    She smiled at me. “Divination is my Affinity,” she said. “One of them, anyway.” 
 
    “What’s the other one?” I asked. I had only ever heard her refer to divination as her Affinity before. She mentioned it when we first met; I remembered it very clearly. 
 
    Before she could answer, a pair of naked, blood-covered beauties walked through the doorway, still breathing heavily and reeling from whatever ecstasy they’d just shared. Their figures were incredible but they were so painted red that I couldn’t make out too many details—their lewd figures alone were enough to make me groan and shift in my seat, though. 
 
    I laughed at the pair of them. “I’m relieved you two worked out your differences so quickly.” They exchanged a look, and I was sure they were blushing, but it wasn’t possible to discern beneath all the blood. 
 
    Dahlia stood up, though, and cast the same cleansing spell that the ladies had used to remove the dust, mold, and dirt inside the house a short while earlier. The blood lifted itself off their bodies in droplets and then turned to a mist, dispersing altogether into the thinnest of vapors. Suddenly before me were two perfectly immaculate nude women with impossibly sexy bodies, their now-dry clothes bunched up in their hands or under their arms. 
 
    Carmilla scowled as the blood lifted off of her, and by the look on her face she was considering heading outside again just to get herself covered in the stuff once more. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare, Carmilla Tepes!” Dahlia exclaimed, clearly picking up the same vibe. The vampire gave an exaggerated pout as she hesitantly threw her dress back on over her lithe body. 
 
    “What happened to the panties?” I deigned to ask. “Or do I even want to know?” 
 
    “Oh you most definitely do,” Memento said. “But too bad for you, you weren’t there.” She stuck a tongue out at me, clearly very satisfied with herself and, I could tell, quite relieved that the tension she’d felt with Carmilla was obviously no longer an issue. 
 
    Now it was my turn to pout. Carmilla rolled her eyes. “She ripped them off, so it’s more of a lacy strap than a pair of panties now,” she explained. “I just left them outside.” 
 
    “What did you find out?” Memento said, pointing at the still-glowing crystal ball that floated in front of Dahlia as she pulled her own panties, skirt, and top back on hastily. I was disappointed to see those perfect pierced boobies disappearing from sight, but at least it helped me focus back on the task at hand. 
 
    “We need to jump down the toilet,” Dahlia said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Everyone frowned. “Fucking figures,” Carmilla said, crossing her arms. “I say Memento goes first.” 
 
    “We literally just made love,” Memento complained, gawking at Carmilla’s resilient coldness toward her. 
 
    “We fucked,” Carmilla corrected her, but, to my relief, she elbowed Memento playfully. “And it won’t be the last time.” 
 
    “Hey guys, I helped Dahlia use the crystal ball,” I said, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Dahlia laughed, “No, you didn’t,” she said. “I just wanted to hold your hands.” She fluttered her eyelashes innocently at me and flashed a cute smile. 
 
    “Oh.” I felt heat rush to my cheeks as I tried to ignore my embarrassment. Before long, the rain had died down, and we headed back outside, this time toward the back entrance, where the latrine was waiting for us. It sat there, still red and dripping with blood, mocking us. 
 
    “I really don’t want to do this,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s going to be as bad as you think,” Dahlia said. To my surprise, she stepped forward and pushed open the door. From the inside of the latrine there was indeed a foul stench making its way over to us, but it wasn’t the smell of shit—it was the smell of death. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-29 
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   A fter conjuring a magical rope, it was Memento who led the way as we repelled down into the bowels of the latrine. Thankfully we didn’t have to go through the toilet. I don’t think that would have worked in terms of size. Instead, I used my ol’ faithful, Exploding Skull, to create a large hole in the wooden floor of the structure, which gave way to a surprisingly steep drop into not a shithole, but a dark and dismal cavern. 
 
    “I’m more than a little relieved that the latrine appears to have been a cover for whatever this really is,” Carmilla said as we climbed downward into the abyss. 
 
    I stifled a laugh. “Save your relief for when we hit the bottom,” I said darkly, suspecting that at least a few aimless fools had more than once probably used the latrine for its most apparent purpose, assuming this place had any visitors at all. 
 
    Before long, the depths became so dark that Memento had to conjure a light spell which she focused through the tip of her wand, which was between her teeth. At one point, when she looked up at me to see how far behind we were, she reminded me of those pirates in old cartoons that climbed that topsails with a dagger or sword in their teeth. I chuckled at the thought, and she flashed me a look to denote her disapproval at my amusement, sensing it to be at her expense. 
 
    At last, I heard the sound of Memento’s boots making purchase against the ground. Or something. 
 
    “Eww,” she said. “It’s squishy.” But then she looked down, and I watched as she realized she was standing on top of a mostly decayed, bloated corpse. “No, not eww! Oooo!” 
 
    “You should be less excited about standing on a dead body,” I remarked. 
 
    “Dibs on this one!” she said, beginning the familiar conjurations of a basic skeletal minion spell. 
 
    “You could wait until we reach the bottom,” Dahlia said, groaning in irritation as flecks of rot shot upwards at us as the skeleton of the corpse ripped itself out of its body. Most of the gunk collided with me, as I was the one most directly behind Memento. 
 
    I dropped to the floor. “That one’s mine,” I said, pointing at another body over in the corner, and I cast the same spell. 
 
    “We should name our skeletons,” Memento said. “You know, so we don’t get them confused.” 
 
    “Mine is Barry,” I said, thinking fast. 
 
    “Mine is Berry,’ she said, almost immediately. “But with an ‘e’, not an ‘a’, because he’s so sweet!” 
 
    I glared at her, dumbfounded. “That is so ridiculously unhelpful that I can’t even.” She flashed a wicked smile that I was getting quite familiar with. I found it hard to stay irritated with her. 
 
    Carmilla sighed and traded eye rolls with Dahlia. “Necromancers,” they complained in unison. 
 
    There was only one way to go—forward. There were no twists or turns. Of all the corridors and tunnels I’d been through in the last couple of weeks on my adventures at Esoterica, this was the straightest, most direct passage I’d seen, but it was far from elegant. It was clearly dug out, almost as if by a huge shovel, and I found myself having to bend my neck and crouch slightly at certain points as we traversed onward toward the tunnel’s inevitable yet mysterious end. 
 
    After about ten minutes of walking straight, I suspected that we were walking through some sort of illusion, but to my relief, Memento finally noticed something up ahead. 
 
    “Look!” she whispered hoarsely. “A light!” 
 
    Sure enough, maybe one hundred yards from our position, a pale light flickered in the dark. If it wasn’t the end of the tunnel, it was at least a change. It was a sign of progress. 
 
    As we continued our approach, the light seemed to glow brighter—so bright, in fact, that we couldn’t see the passage beyond it. With just a few dozen yards left, Memento quickened her pace, but Dahlia pushed past me to grab her by the wrist. When the gorgeous goth looked back to see what was the matter, Dahlia only shook her head, pointing delicately at the light. 
 
    We all stopped. The light was still flickering ahead of us, now only feet away. It was too bright for us to understand its source, though. It was as though it was an orb floating in the air, and indeed, on closer inspection, it seemed to bob slightly every now and then. 
 
    I tried to look past it, but the next room was somehow still dark, apparently receiving little to none of the luminance of the glowing orb. Something felt very off about the entire situation. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” I said. 
 
    “Agreed.” That was Dahlia. 
 
    We paused, not knowing if we should go back, keep going forward, or if it was even safe to stop and have a conversation, but something had to give sooner or later. 
 
    “Berry,” Memento said. “Try to walk into the next room.” The skeleton complied, and we watched as it trudged forward, its bony feet tapping against the tunnel floor. When it disappeared into the dark room behind the light, there was only silence for a moment, until at last we heard the sound of something huge and slithering crushing bone against teeth. With that sound, the light retreated into the room, and we were left with only Memento’s light spell to guide us once again. 
 
    “Poor Berry,” I said. “He never had a chance.” 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Carmilla rasped from the back of our single-file line. 
 
    “Something ate Berry,” Memento whispered back. “That light was a trap.” 
 
    “An angler worm,” Dahlia huffed excitedly. “A kind of Void Thing.” 
 
    I was at a loss. “Well, we can’t go in, but I’ll be damned if we’re going back empty-handed. Now what?” 
 
    Dahlia was unperturbed, however. “We can handle it. The three of you run in and distract it, and I’ll try something from the back.” 
 
    Carmilla glared at her. “What are we, bait?! What do you mean ‘try something?’ Are you insane?” 
 
    “Trust me,” she said. “Have I ever been wrong?” She gestured back at Memento, and even in the dark, I could recognize that Carmilla blushed in response. 
 
    “Okay. Shit.” 
 
    “I’ll send Barry in first,” I laid out my master plan. “Let the thing take him and get distracted, then we’ll charge in. I’ll start blasting with Exploding Skull—” 
 
    “And I’ll use Bone Wall to make it hard for the thing to reach us,” Memento added. 
 
    “I’ll just turn into fucking bats, I guess,” Carmilla shrugged, crossing her arms and pouting her impeccably red lips. 
 
    “And then I’ll try something,” Dahlia said. 
 
    Carmilla pivoted her aggravated posture to face the white-haired beauty. “You have some explaining to do,” she said. 
 
    “Later,” Dahlia replied, waving her hand dismissively. “Time is not on our side. Do it.” She waited, and we all hesitated. “Now!” she said, shouting, piercing the cavern walls and echoing. 
 
    We charged toward the door, Barry the Skeleton taking up the lead courageously. We watched as he predictably was swept up in the jaws of some creature obscured by uncanny darkness. The orb of light was gone now. We could only roughly ascertain where the creature was from the twisting shapes of perfect blackness in the already dark cavern interior. 
 
    Memento flared her light spell, making the contrast of the dark shape of the monster—notably serpentine—easier to decipher, but still difficult to follow with our eyes. 
 
    “Exploding Skull!” I shouted, and a flaming skull emitted from my wand at the dark shape, exploding and apparently making contact, though it was hard to tell what damage it had done, if any. At the very least, the illumination of the explosion highlighted its eel-like shape for us much more clearly, if only for a brief moment. 
 
    Memento uttered her own series of magic words, and a wall of bone twisted out from the cavern floor. I was doubtful if the bones could hold the thing, but they may at least serve to slow it down, and that was all we needed to do—hopefully. 
 
    Just then, hundreds of glowing red bats flew overhead, harassing the creature, irritating it, and stopping its approach toward us. Carmilla was doing her part, buying even more time, but I worried as I saw the darkness consuming several bats. 
 
    “Uther,” I said. “Please standby.” 
 
    Suddenly, the enormous monstrous fox appeared by my side, poised to strike. He growled eagerly, but his threatening noises were abruptly cut short . 
 
    From behind us, dozens of black tendrils and tentacles emerged, crawling across the floor, stretching out, squeezing past the bone wall, and wrapping themselves around the darkness that was battling Carmilla. Carmilla, in her form of many bats, retreated and changed back into her vampire form. I was horrified to see bits and pieces of her flesh missing—a chunk from her arm here, a pinch of meat from her leg there— but she didn’t bleed, and she was slowly regenerating. 
 
    The tentacles did battle with the monstrous eel-like angler thing, and I saw its orb of light reappear, throbbing desperately like a strobe. I looked behind me to see Dahlia and was at once surprised and relieved to find that she was the apparent source of these tentacles. She hovered above the ground, her eyes jet black, and a multitude of these Void Things extended from beneath her, apparently under her complete control. 
 
    Turning back to the combat, I realized what was happening. The tentacles were smothering the monstrosity, but they weren’t choking it out—they were dominating it. A green light emanated eerily from the inky black tentacles and began flowing into the monster. Within moments, it was over. The tentacles and tendrils receded, and Dahlia sank back to the ground, kneeling, regaining her strength. 
 
    I rushed over to her, but Carmilla and Memento kept their eyes on the eel monster, which was beginning to fade away. 
 
    “Are you alright?!” I asked. My heart was beating hard and desperately at the sight of her crumbled to her knees, even after a display of power like that. I almost scolded myself for worrying about her. Clearly, the girl could handle herself. 
 
    She accepted my help, pulling herself back to her feet. “Yes, I’m fine.” She smiled at me. “Better than ever.” 
 
    Memento did a full one-eighty to instantly go from facing the vanished monster to facing Dahlia. “What did you do?!” 
 
    “I absorbed it,” she said. 
 
    “And how did you do that?” Carmilla asked, staring at Dahlia suspiciously. 
 
    Dahlia sighed. “I’m the daughter of a Void star,” she said. “My father wasn’t a star from your universe or any universe like it.” 
 
    Memento’s eyes went wide. “You’re from the Void!” 
 
    Dahlia nodded. “Kind of. My mother was human, from one of the many dimensions humans come from. But my dad was a star in the one true Void, meaning I have inherited Void magic.” 
 
    “Your second Affinity,” I said, understanding now. “That explains what happened when I got killed by the Nightgaunt.” 
 
    “You got what by the what?!” Memento shrieked. 
 
    Carmilla stretched her arms, folding them behind her head, eyes rolling back in thought. “Almost killed. In retrospect, man, you get cockblocked a lot,” she said. 
 
    “Dahlia, was that it? Are we done here?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No,” she said. “I hope not. I think we have one more thing to do.” She held up a hand, and her eyes returned to their original celestial form. Her open palm scanned the room until it suddenly stopped. “There,” she said, her open palm curling into a single extended index finger, pointing in front of her. 
 
    I looked at where she was pointing. I couldn’t see shit. Luckily, Carmilla and Memento walked over to the wall she was indicating, lighting up an eerie, star-shaped marking with an eye carved at its center. 
 
    “Something is hidden beneath that wall,” she said. “I can feel it.” 
 
    I cracked my knuckles. “Girls, please step aside.” They looked at me curiously and took a few steps in opposite directions from one another, clearing a lane for whatever spell I was about to do. 
 
    I heard Uther’s voice suddenly nagging in my head. Please don’t tell me you’re going to— 
 
    “Exploding SKUUULL!” I shouted with sound and fury, and a gigantic flaming demonic skull shot from my open palms as I pushed them forward with incredible force and intention. The explosion was devastating, but I had aimed so expertly that no debris harmed any of my companions. Now, beneath the base of the wall, there was a hole, and I could make out the top of something like a treasure chest buried in it. Uther rushed over and began digging it up without so much as a word from me. Within moments, the chest was tossed at my feet. 
 
    I crouched down, and each of the girls pressed up against either my back or one of my shoulders as they watched me carefully open the chest to reveal a bunch of gold—mostly useless to us—and six strange amulets of unusual energy. At a glance, they appeared to be simple black inverted crosses hanging from simple cords. I picked them up and handed one of them to each of the girls to investigate. When I did so, the crosses lit up with purple lights before going dark again, but now they felt heavier and dense with power. 
 
    “Any idea what these do?” I asked, marveling at the effect. 
 
    Carmilla shrugged, “Nope.” 
 
    “These are why we’re here,” Dahlia said excitedly. “The Headmistress assigned me to do this mission with all of you for a reason.” 
 
    “What reason?” I asked. 
 
    “These hide us from Void Things. Due to your situation, Liam, she wanted to make sure we got to them before any other students, since they don’t need them nearly as much as we do.” 
 
    Carmilla’s eyes widened. “Does this also mean that we can go back to our own worlds without attracting Void things?” 
 
    “It does,” Dahlia confirmed. 
 
    Memento squinted, trying to understand us, but it was an uphill battle. “This is all pretty new to me, so I don’t have a huge idea what we’re talking about or fully what Liam’s ‘situation’ is, but I gather that this is good treasure.” 
 
    “It is,” Dahlia and I said in unison. Our eyes locked with a sudden purpose. “Jinx. Double jinx. Triple jinx—” 
 
    “—Okay, stop,” Carmilla said. “Is it time to Waypoint back to Esoterica?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Are we in a hurry?” 
 
    Memento pressed her breasts against my shoulder and spoke directly in my ear. “I mean, that bed in the cabin was pretty big, and we’re all alone out here,” she said. 
 
    Dahlia joined in, wrapping her arms around my waist. “No one except the four of us for hundreds, if not thousands of miles,” she whispered breathily against my neck. 
 
    Carmilla was less coy, straight up grabbing my already erect cock as she mewled in my ear. “Come on, Liam, I really need to catch a dick after all that.” 
 
    Welp. Here we go. 
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   T he hike back through the tunnel was long enough to effectively murder the mood, but I had faith that my little guy could get back up and running without an excessive amount of prompting considering the attractiveness of my present company. Oh, yes, I’d trudge through gloomy caverns covered in stinky Void Thing ectoplasmic goop, ascend a fifty-foot conjured rope, and dutifully walk back to the cabin bedroom, at half-mast the whole time, all for what was about to be the event of the fucking season. 
 
    A part of me still feared death like I had before. I thought maybe the intensity of the experience, due to the strength of my connection to Carmilla and Dahlia, might prove too much for me. There was still a hint of reservation there, sure, but I’d grown stronger and more confident and, hey, if this was the way I was going to die, then I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    It was a long time coming. When I reflected on it, as Dahlia shoved me back onto the queen-sized cabin cot, I almost took a moment to applaud myself. Self-control was never something I considered a strong suit of mine before, but it’s amazing the lucidity that I found in myself living this lifestyle. I’d never been so goal-oriented, so laser-focused—and I’d never had to deal with three preternaturally hot babes constantly trying to seduce me. 
 
    “Harem powers,” I said out loud. “It has to be,” I reasoned as my shirt was literally torn off my body by the goth girl wrestling with intense daddy issues. 
 
    “What are you blabbing about?” she questioned me as she straddled me, raking my chest with long, black, manicured fingernails. Dahlia and Carmilla were inches behind her, slipping seductively out of their dresses. 
 
    “My ability to hold back on you girls for so long,” I said. “It’s supernatural. Has to be.” 
 
    “Fucking whatever,” Memento said, rolling her eyes as she leaned forward and nibbled at my collarbone. 
 
    Carmilla almost looked offended by the love bites. “Honey, I’m the neck biter here,” she giggled. She descended, knees first, onto the bed and took up a position on the opposite side of my neck, stroking my arm, gradually guiding my hand to her breast. I hastily accepted the invitation to play. 
 
    By now, my undershirt was shredded by Memento’s grasping hands. She pulled it off my body so impatiently that it split down the back, and she ended up peeling it off me as though it were two separate sleeves and not at some point in its lifespan an actual, fully functional shirt. 
 
    “The walk back to campus is going to be awkward,” I noted with a sigh. 
 
    Wicked giggles erupted from the three girls, who were clearly enjoying themselves, but I realized I’d lost track of Dahlia—though I quickly rediscovered her. 
 
    The celestial girl, at some point, sunk her buxom naked body down onto her knees at my feet, which hung off the bed. Memento, straddling my lap, must have had her ass pressed almost into Dahlia’s face, but I sensed her true intentions when I began feeling the unmistakable exciting sensation of her intoxicating touch as she reached past Memento and pulled at the waistband of my pants. 
 
    “Lift yourself up a moment, sweety,” her voice softly suggested. She wasn’t talking to me. Memento fulfilled her wish, lifting her ass slightly, enabling Dahlia to pull my pants and boxers off in one smooth motion. The beast was unleashed now, and two audible gasps could be heard on either side of my head, softly and hungrily moaning in stereo into each of my ears. Carmilla and Memento’s audible reaction to my member’s unveiling was enough to push me to a full-on erection. 
 
    Dahlia couldn’t see what was going on, but I sensed she was doing her part, as I became aware of a pair of delicate white hands pulling up Memento’s cleavage-bearing spiderweb-sleeved top, revealing at first her smooth and pale tummy for my appreciation—but that wasn’t the end of the show. I watched transfixed as underboob appeared, giving way to a full display of perfect breasts with surprisingly small nipples that were so faintly pink that they were almost flesh-toned. Both of the nipples were also pierced, as I had learned earlier, which I found to be quite a turn-on—as if I needed anything more to rev me up at this point. Memento had the body of a pinup girl, a whole different kind of perfection when compared to Carmilla’s tight, petite, athletic frame. Both girls suited my tastes perfectly. 
 
    My hands voraciously explored their bodies, stroking breasts as my tongue delicately probed hard and eager nipples. Before long, my fingers slipped between thighs to provide patient, generous stimulation to their most intimate parts. Each time they moaned or cooed, each time their bodies quivered erotically in response to my touch, I felt stronger, more capable. I was feeding off their ecstasy. 
 
    “Let’s see if you girls can keep up,” I said, suddenly lifting Memento up off of me. “All three of you, line up on the bed, side-by-side,” I said. 
 
    The three of them flashed looks of pure lust. The look on Dahlia’s face alone was enough to bend any man to mad devotion. She propped herself up on the bed, between the other two girls, facing me with lips that she couldn’t stop licking and biting as her eyes went back and forth between my manhood and my gaze. 
 
    “Pick me, pick me, pick me,” she moaned. I chuckled at her eagerness and nodded at her. 
 
    Without wasting a millisecond, Dahlia White’s beautiful face crashed upon my cock, taking it wholly into her mouth in one go. The sensation was beyond description. I felt my resolve and confidence slip away as the only thing I could think to do was to collapse inward, overcome by the pleasure. I watched the surreal sight unfold from above. Not one gorgeous girl, but three, all desperately yearning for me to fuck them into oblivion. Carmilla’s face flinched and contorted as she fought her own arousal, her own desire to have what Dahlia was having. Memento wasn’t faring much better. She was actively playing with her breasts as she watched, grinding her thighs against each other. 
 
    And then there was Dahlia. As she bobbed up and down, taking my entire length into her throat again and again, making tiny little gagging sounds every now and then, but giving no quarter, I knew I wouldn’t last long. 
 
    “Okay,” I mumbled after a few minutes, just barely managing the words, “That’s enough for you,” I said. Dahlia looked up at me as though I’d just betrayed her. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Sharing is caring, Dolly,” Carmilla said, kissing her on the cheek and going to town on my shaft. 
 
    “Let’s make it a sister act,” Memento said, leaning in, stroking my balls and licking the base of my manhood. Carmilla couldn’t swallow the entire length on her own, at least not consistently, though she got close. Memento had found her opening and exploited it wickedly. 
 
    “Mmm, you’ve grown,” Carmilla observed, and it was true. Must have been all the cultivation I’d been doing of late. 
 
    Dahlia didn’t want to be left behind, though. I could see in her eyes that she felt entitled to this, and she wasn’t wrong. I wouldn’t be here without her. She was the one who learned the truth about the Headmistress. She was the one who supported me every step of the way, who encouraged me to bring Memento into the fold. She was my soulmate. 
 
    “I’m not done with you,” I said, growling at her. “Up here,” I commanded as I grabbed her hand and delicately helped her stand up. Her height was such that, even with her standing on the bed while I stood on the floor in front of her, we barely stood eye to eye. I reached behind and pulled her in by the waist, planting a deep, passionate kiss on her lips, romantically at first but giving way in no time to more carnal pursuits as she bit my lips and our tongues became practically entwined. 
 
    Meanwhile, down below, the raven-haired and red-horned sorceresses bobbed dutifully on my cock, seated on the edge of the bed between Dahlia and me. I could feel that I was close, but I didn’t want to cum yet—not before I sealed the deal with the three of them, making them orgasm and pounding their pussies into submission. Blowing a load on their faces now wasn’t the “good ending” of this encounter. 
 
    I mustered both strength and resolve, found the will to carry on, and managed a simple command. “All three of you,” I said, releasing Dahlia from our passionate embrace. “Turn around. On all fours. In a neat little row.” 
 
    This was what we’d all been waiting for, and I could see it on their faces. Carmilla and Memento exchanged nervous, excited smiles and quickly obeyed. 
 
    “We’re all in for a treat,” Carmilla said, panting excitedly. “Trust me.” 
 
    I helped Dahlia into the requisite position, supporting her as she went down onto the unstable, springy mattress. 
 
    And then I beheld a sight beyond description, but I must try. In front of me, like a bountiful buffet of ass and pussy, the three sexy sorceresses leaned forward, asses up, elbows down, at an angle that gave me a sight which was surely evidence of some sort of benevolent deity out there somewhere. 
 
    Memento’s ass was the biggest, but certainly not in a bad way. Her juicy butt flowed down into the valley created by the curves of her waist and the small of her back. I could see her ample tits spilling out the sides of her chest as they pressed on the mattress. Her pink asshole gaped at me, and just beneath it was a beautiful pussy, already sopping wet. A bit of well-groomed pink pubic hair emerged from beneath, answering the question of whether or not her hair color was natural. 
 
    Carmilla’s ass was much smaller and quite tight. She was thin, like a petite cross-country runner, but with a slender feminine figure that still managed to seem too good to be true. Her breasts were certainly a handful on their own, but the spillage wasn’t as impressive as Memento’s. Nonetheless, I found myself equally driven to lust by the vampire girl’s sultry physique, as I could see taut muscles in her tight back appearing in all the right places. And of course, I was well acquainted with her impossibly tight pink little pussy, waxed and immaculate as always. Cream gushed from her pussy lips as she quivered in anticipation of my next move. 
 
    But it was Dahlia, who was between the other two ladies, who held my affection at the moment, and with the sight of her face looking back at me, full of love and unflinching devotion, I knew that she’d be my first of the night. Like Memento, her large breasts were mashed against the bed, and I could see that she was playing with them with one hand. Meanwhile, the other hand was reaching behind her, pulling her vaginal folds open, inviting me. 
 
    “Come on, baby,” she mewled. “We’ve all waited long enough.” 
 
    Damn, was she right. She was always right. The time had come. I grabbed her by the hips and felt her gasp. The other two girls moaned in equal parts arousal and disappointment, realizing I’d made my choice. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, girls,” I said. “I’ll keep you busy,” I said. “Just let me get… situated first.” 
 
    I slapped my cock against Dahlia’s pussy, making her tremble with each teasing impact. I rubbed it a few more times against her entrance, wetting my tip with her juices and spreading my own precum around to make my grand entrance as pleasurable and smooth as possible. Due to our connection, though, I already felt myself shaking with pleasure from these simple movements. The best was yet to come. Pun intended. 
 
    I slid about an inch inside her, causing her to squeal loudly and high in pleasure—it was a raunchy sound, and I reveled in it and vowed in my heart that it wouldn’t be the last time I heard it tonight. From there, I thrust in the rest of the way, and she gasped, and soon I’d found my rhythm, and her constant erotic vocalizations only served to fuel the flames of lust that were burning so hot in me as I took her aboard the train to Pound Town. 
 
    But I had a duty to all three of my girls. I pressed two fingers on each hand together in a Vulcan Salute and pushed gently and lovingly inside of their wet pussies. The results were instantaneous. Carmilla in particular began instantly losing her mind with pleasure, and I felt that electricity with her again as I pressed into her deeper and deeper. 
 
    “Ohhh fuck!” she shouted, “I’m going to cum!” 
 
    “Not before me!” Dahlia barely managed to cry out between pleasurable screams. 
 
    “It’s… not a contest,” I grunted as I thrust fingers and cock into a sum total of three desperate slits. 
 
    Memento was catching up quickly, but it was too late if she wanted to win the race. Carmilla and Dahlia were exploding in orgasms in no time, but I still held strong and true, certain not to give up until I’d completed my holy task of dicking all three of the women in front of me before I busted my own nut. One down, two to go. 
 
    With Dahlia and Carmilla already collapsed and reeling from climax, I pulled out of the celestial girl and turned my attention toward Memento. Dahlia and the vampire fell into each other and began kissing passionately, their hands finding each other’s entrances in no time. I pulled at Memento’s waist, directing her into the ol’ faithful missionary position. 
 
    “I wanna see those titties bounce as I fuck your brains out,” I said. I didn’t feel the need to tease and poke at first as I did with Dahlia. My cock was already caked with Dahlia’s special concoction of love juice, more than enough lubrication for the task at hand, and we were both so deep into the act now that teasing felt just plain inappropriate. No, I shoved it in fast and hard, and judging by her instant moans, I knew I’d made a call I could be proud of. 
 
    I didn’t shy away from the rough impact. I turned the proverbial dial to eleven right out the gate and relished the slapping sounds our bodies made with each collision. Accompanying those were the musical moans of Memento Morikawa, sounds that I wanted permanently stored in my mind palace after hearing them even once. 
 
    “Harder, Daddy!” she screamed. For my part, I obliged with gusto, ramming harder into her, attempting to plumb depths I hadn’t yet reached. Her appreciative shrieks and moans were reward enough for my efforts, as was the sight of her ample bosom erotically wobbling forward and backward with each successive give and take of my hips. 
 
    I felt her cervix beginning to quiver and her thighs tightening around me, and I knew she was close. Her hands found my back, and her sharp black nails scraped hard, undoubtedly drawing blood. I winced in pain, but I didn’t mind. It gave me something else to focus on, to hold back and save some love for my loyal and loving vampire who—I noted at this point—was sixty-nining with Dahlia right beside me. Now that was a feast for the eyes. 
 
    No! I needed to focus. Finish the job. Just when I thought I couldn’t go harder, I did. Memento was squirming and twitching now, almost violently, and I felt the beginnings of her orgasm surround my cock as her body succumbed to her mounting pleasure. She gasped breathily, vocalizing a hoarse squeal, tonguing at the air as she fell deeper and deeper into the trenches of our passion. 
 
    “Ohhh God yes!” she shouted, arching her back toward the heavens as her hands burrowed into the mattress. I slowed my pace. It was done. 
 
    Dismounting as gracefully as I could, I planted a passionate but fleeting kiss on her lips and turned my attention to Carmilla, who immediately sensed my lustful gaze. She drew back from Dahlia’s pussy and slapped her lightly on her bare ass to signal to her playmate that playtime was over. 
 
    “I wanna ride you,” she demanded as she pushed me down onto the bed. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I nodded with a salute, drinking in the heavenly sight of her tight physique. Her abs glistened with sweat, and her perky tits bounced as she raised her hips, preparing for her fateful descent onto my eager shaft. Her yearning pussy lips brushed up against the tip of my penis. She used her fingers to delicately open the folds of her flower, and then, with otherworldly sexiness, I watched as her fangs came back out and her eyes went all black and red as she gave in to her desire. 
 
    Her pussy quickly consumed my cock, and the tightness, I knew, was threatening to defeat me if I couldn’t rein myself in. I’d need to power through this one out of sheer will. No amount of thinking about sports and puppies was going to save me. I needed to be sniper-focused on my one goal: don’t cum before the hot chick. 
 
    I had my work cut out for me. She writhed carnally against me, and I felt my member twitching and shifting inside her, weakening against the sensation of her sloppy sex consuming it again and again. She was grinning now, moaning, sure, but so was I. To complicate things further, Dahlia and Memento had assumed positions lying on either side of me, and each had taken a hand and pressed it against their own large, God-given breasts. 
 
    “I’m gonna fucking bite you,” Carmilla said voraciously. 
 
    “Oh God, please, yes. Bite me!” My salvation! The pain of a vampire bite would be enough to delay me, I hoped. She leaned forward giddily, probably caught off-guard by my enthusiasm, and I felt her nude body rubbing up against my own. The old me would’ve probably been halfway to jizzing just from the sensation of erotic contact with someone so impossibly gorgeous. Add to that the two ladies beside me and, whoa—at least I’d made it this far. 
 
    The sensation of her fangs piercing my neck sobered me as I’d hoped it would. It also worked to my advantage in another way—it had the opposite effect on Carmilla. No sooner had she finished lapping up my blood than did I feel her begin to shiver and twist atop me as she quickened her insatiable grinding against me. This was happening. I could see through to the end. Her pace became desperate, accelerated to an extreme. Drool and blood leaked down her lips as her eyes glazed over and rolled into the back of her head. Her grin grew into a look of exquisite rapture, and her moans became louder, more bestial and ravenous. She was finished. “I’m cumming, Liam!!” she announced, music to my ears. 
 
    As for my own status, I could buy no more time. It was written on my face. “Me too!” I said, heralding my oncoming climax. 
 
    “Not in her!” Dahlia cried. “Share it!” 
 
    “Yeah, spread it around, baby!” Memento moaned greedily. 
 
    “What?!” Carmilla yelled, appalled by the suggestion that I not be allowed to fill her up with my seed, but before she could react in her weakened state, the other two girls had tackled her, pulling her off of my cock, and the three of them were suddenly lying in a row, side-by-side. 
 
    “Now!” Dahlia shouted. 
 
    The insane melodrama of the situation aside, at this point, I wasn’t waiting for anyone’s permission. I brought myself up to a kneeling position, straddling Carmilla, who lay at the center of my beautiful buffet. I pumped my cock, already full to burst, and ejaculated wave after wave of cum onto the stomachs, faces, and breasts of the three beauties as they moaned erotically and rubbed my seed all over their bodies. Carmilla, in particular, seemed eager not to let a single drop go unaccounted for, devotedly guiding each glob of my love juice into her mouth. 
 
    I was fucking spent. “Move over,” I said, exhausted. I collapsed between Dahlia and Carmilla. The four of us quickly melded into a big naked cuddle puddle. Blood, jizz, and pussy juice were everywhere, but I was far too tired to care about something as trivial as that after what I’d accomplished. 
 
    “Someone give this boy a trophy,” Dahlia cooed into my ear as she stroked my chest lovingly. 
 
    I could barely manage a smile, but that wasn’t to say I was displeased with myself. I was. The old me couldn’t have managed something like this, and wouldn’t have three gorgeous women constantly craving his attention. I’d grown. 
 
    In the afterglow, I felt something else peculiar occur, something which I hadn’t expected so soon. As Memento changed positions to get closer to me, lying perpendicular to me so that her face was rubbing up against the top of my head, I felt a strange sensation when she kissed my forehead. A certain familiar electricity. She felt it, too. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked, alarmed. 
 
    “Did she feel it?!” Dahlia asked excitedly, sitting up suddenly, her boobs jiggling delightfully as she quickly shifted positions. “Her aura’s changing!” 
 
    Carmilla reached a hand back, stroking the pink hair of the goth girl with surprising affection. “Welcome to the harem, sweety.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A bit later, while the girls were asleep, I suddenly remembered the still-locked cellar door. “Shit,” I said, suddenly sitting up and putting on my pants. I couldn’t leave any stone unturned, but I knew my companions were spent. I’d have to have a look on my own. 
 
    I summoned my courage and my familiar. He ripped the chain off the cellar door easily, and I pulled it open. “Good fox,” I said, patting him on the head. 
 
    Don’t be condescending, he replied. 
 
    I descended the cellar stairs into a murky room, surprisingly small and reeking of mold and dirt. The floors were flooded and wet. I held up my wand, which glowed red, lighting the room and, notably, the wall ahead of me, where I saw a most unnerving mural crudely painted on the wooden surface. 
 
    It was me. It was me and Uther, and I was wearing the crown. The one I had found. And there were words, written in English—in my own handwriting. 
 
    “All Hail King Skeletox,” I read aloud. “Lord of Bone on the Skeletal Throne.” I turned my head to Uther. Why the fuck was this down here? This was too creepy. I couldn’t let the girls know, not yet. We needed a clean win and to be able to walk away from this without any doubts. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s never speak of this again.” 
 
    Whatever you say, King Skeletox, the fox teased. 
 
    *** 
 
    Upon returning to Esoterica, we were hit by a wave of cold reality as we had to figure out what to do about the Headmistress. After finding Brian and Evelyn, we plotted and planned, bringing Memento on board as well. She was, of course, very eager to help and be part of the team now that we’d all grown so close. 
 
    One morning, as we sat down to breakfast, Dahlia pulled out the book I had given her. “This is a book of powerful Void magic that Liam gave me.” I almost squirmed at the irony that I had done so at the instruction of the same person we were plotting to kill. “There is a binding spell in here that is powerful—the most potent I’ve seen, and I have the Affinity for Void magic to use it—” she looked at us, “but only with your help.” 
 
    “You know I’m down,” Brian said. “Brian Adder, always down to clown.” He slammed a mug of banana milk on the table like it made him look tough. 
 
    Dahlia looked at Brian with platonic adoration. But then she shifted her focus back to the pressing matter at hand. “And then what?” 
 
    “Then we attack. Everyone has their skills, their assets. We can plan out the details later, but we just do what we each do best. With her weakened,” I hoped, “we can take her down.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, solemn and serious. There wasn’t a single person at the table who didn’t know what they were signing up for—the risks to self that this mission entailed. 
 
    “I can’t ask you guys to—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Memento said, punching me in the shoulder, interrupting my heartfelt sentiment. 
 
    I sighed. “Then I guess we have the makings of a plan.” 
 
    Though I felt guilty, I selfishly admitted to myself how good it felt to have the support of friends again. I remembered how quickly my friends had abandoned me back in my old life, after I lost… everything. What a difference it might have made if I had friends that were willing to stick around and help out and try to understand and be a part of what I was going through. Instead, they all left when it got just a bit too inconvenient. 
 
    Things were different now. I had true friends. Lovers. With their support, anything felt possible. 
 
    “That’s it, then,” Carmilla said. “Sunset tomorrow. Everyone cool?” Again, the group nodded in unison, finishing the rest of our breakfast in pensive silence as we all reflected on our role in the plan and the part we’d play in the battle to come. 
 
    Yeah. This would work. I was certain of it. Well, not certain. At least I was… moderately optimistic. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1-31 
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   I  will admit that I might have been a bit cocky, but I thought—no, I knew—we could do this. We could win. We could beat the Headmistress, putting an end to her plot to steal my body and my powers. With everything that had happened, with the power of my growing harem, with my own innately potent abilities, I knew we would succeed. We didn’t absorb any mana on our last mission, but both Evelyn and Brian had recently, and my harem ladies and I were already a force to be reckoned with. We could win. 
 
    At least, I figured, we had a fighting chance. 
 
    Evelyn, Brian, Carmilla, Memento, and Dahlia stood at one of each of the five points of the pentagram we etched onto the floor of my balcony, with me positioned at the center. When I summoned the Headmistress, she would likely appear directly in front of me. We would bind her here, in this circle, and she would be vulnerable to our attacks, her magic limited to a fraction of its usual power. 
 
    The plan was sound. It was as close to a sure thing as we could manage, at least. So why did I feel the haunting sense of dread as my friends began the ritual? My thoughts twisted unpleasantly, tightening in my head into a migraine-like pain. I was having second thoughts. 
 
    But no. There was no turning back. I couldn’t back down. Not when all my friends were here to support me. And yet, if I failed, perhaps all their lives would be forfeit. I couldn’t pretend I was doing this for them. This was for me. I was saving my own ass. 
 
    Before I could make the decision to reverse course, the chanting had begun. Things were in motion now and could not be ceased. I would have to lie in this precarious bed I’d made for myself, one way or another. I gulped, swallowing hard, as though there was a stone in my throat that I was trying desperately to drive down my gullet, but I couldn’t. The stone stayed in place, and my dread continued to grow. 
 
    In a flash of purple light, the spell was complete. I focused on the amulet as I gripped it in my hand, willing the Headmistress to me, asking her to come. I waited. And waited. 
 
    I waited long enough—entire minutes—that I had begun to suspect that she wouldn’t come. That the spell was wasted and wouldn’t be needed, at least not today. As I turned around, though, it happened. There she was. Her sneering face stood before me menacingly as she instantly recognized the trap she had landed into. 
 
    “I’d say this requires an explanation,” Headmistress Waite bellowed in rage, “but I already knew of your treachery.” As if to punctuate her point, a storm suddenly brewed in the clouds above us. The sky swirled as dark thunderous clouds formed immediately overhead, causing me to wonder if the binding spell had any effect at all. 
 
    I almost stuttered my response, but I gathered my resolve, trying my best to be strong in front of my friends and lovers. “You aren’t Eliza,” I accused brazenly. “You are a body thief who has been stealing the bodies of the headmasters of this academy for years, and you plan to steal mine one day!” 
 
    A half-smile curled one side of her previously frowning face. “Oh?” she chuckled. “And?” 
 
    “And we’re going to stop you!” Carmilla shouted. 
 
    “Like hell you are.” She laughed a throaty guffaw. “This really is a cute spell, impressive for a bunch of beginners, honestly.” She waved a hand, and the pentagram withered and faded beneath our feet. The stormy skies overhead teemed all the harder. 
 
    I almost cried out. So quickly, so easily she had disassembled our best-laid plans. There was no recourse now but to go all out. I furiously flung multiple Exploding Skull spells at her and then thought of my ability to power up Carmilla. How could I forget? I scolded myself. I traced the fanged smiley in the air, triggering the transformation. Bat wings surged out of her back, her eyes went black and red, and her hands became long dark claws as her fangs extended even more savagely from her mouth and her ears became pointed and elf-like. She charged, and my heart almost broke to see her rush into the fray like that—to her death, I worried, full of instant regret. 
 
    Meanwhile, everyone else was flinging projectiles wildly. None of them made contact, all apparently hitting some invisible shield meters from the face of the Headmistress. She was grinning now. But Carmilla looked poised to wipe that grin from her face, slashing and thrashing. The Headmistress actually bothered to dodge, which I figured to be a good sign. She was quick, though, quicker than Carmilla by the looks of it. We needed yet another advantage. 
 
    “Now! Dahlia!” I shouted. Black tentacles erupted from the ground beneath Dahlia, coursing forward and whipping, grasping at the Headmistress, but she continued to dodge, making it look effortless. Carmilla and the tentacles looked slow by comparison. 
 
    “Mimi!” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy?” She gasped. 
 
    “The homunculus, now!” 
 
    From behind the Headmistress, the homunculus that Memento and I, erm, ‘liberated’ from the stadium came charging through the balcony door, successfully wrapping itself around the Headmistress like a koala to a eucalyptus tree. If the goal was to piss off the Headmistress, then that did the trick. 
 
    “Enough!” she shouted, and Carmilla, Dahlia’s Void tentacles, and the homunculus all flew backward with a burst of heat and wind, even from a distance. The Headmistress raised a single hand in the air, and I immediately felt my bones crack and stiffen. I was paralyzed. My eyes looked around me for the movements of my companions and allies, but they all appeared to be under the same effect. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, annoyed. “You want to talk about this now? Let’s talk about this now. You have no chance, boy. You are being groomed and cultivated, and one day, when Eliza’s body—my body—is weak and you are at your prime, I will transfer my consciousness and my combined powers into you. We will merge and become a single being.” 
 
    I looked at her in horror, believing every word. 
 
    “But there is no cause for fear, Liam,” she said, softening her tone. “It will not be painful, and you will still be you—to an extent. And your power will be great, even greater than you can imagine. Even greater than I can imagine. The union of our souls will be a singularity, the genesis of being with near infinite power over matter, time, space, life, and death. And that day is not today, Liam Elloway. That day will not be here for many, many years. So enjoy your life. Enjoy your harem. And look forward to the day when you become God, the ultimate form of life in the universe.” 
 
    I was dumbfounded. I couldn’t move, but I could speak. “So that’s it?” I asked. “You’ll just walk away and we… pretend this didn’t happen?” 
 
    “It might as well not have happened,” she replied with a mocking laugh. “It changes nothing. It was an adorable attempt on my life, but misguided and entirely unthreatening. Let’s put it aside for now.” 
 
    I couldn’t say anything. I mean, physically I could have, but I felt the burning sensation of shame and embarrassment as I realized I had lost—and I would never win. She was a being with the fused souls of the most powerful sorcerers from multiple generations. I was just a stupid beginner necromancer. 
 
    “You’re wondering why I can forgive you? Because it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters but the endgame. The meal you made of your grandmother, Carmilla? It doesn’t matter. Mr. Adder, the time you lied to me to hide your involvement in this scheme a few days ago? It doesn’t matter. Ms. White,” she said, looking straight at Dahlia, “You murdering Rebecca Nurse on your mission together? It doesn’t matter to me at all.” 
 
    Everyone looked over at the white-haired sorceress in shock as the Headmistress continued. 
 
    “Mr. Elloway, I’m about to tell you something you don’t want to hear. The loss of your family doesn’t matter. They were nobodies who died an anonymous death. In a year they’ll be bones, forgotten by their own world. In a million years they’ll be less than dust, but you may survive.” Her gaze was fixed on me so intensely that I felt my guts squirm beneath it. “None of this matters. Nothing but the endgame. So I forgive you, Mr. Elloway. I forgive all of you.” 
 
    My head reeled at what she’d said. Brian lied to hide our plans? Of course, I already knew about Carmilla, but Dahlia murdered Rebecca? It was too much! I looked at Dahlia. Her face burned red in shame as she avoided my gaze. Carmilla’s eyes welled up with bloody tears at the reminder of her greatest sin. 
 
    “While I’m here, Mr. Elloway,” the Headmistress’s tone was all business now, “let’s set a date for our next class. In two days’ time, after you finish breakfast, please head to my office. It is clear that I still have much to teach you, and we’d best not tarry.” 
 
    With that, she was gone, vanished into thin air the way she sometimes did, leaving behind a puff of green smoke. I felt my nerves relax, and I could easily move and breathe again. 
 
    I looked around at all my friends, ashamed at my failure, but also horrified at everything that had happened. 
 
    “Well, that went better than I thought,” Brian said. “Nice job, team!” I shot him a stunned look, and he only shrugged and smiled back. “We’re still alive, right?” 
 
    Carmilla looked at him as though he were a madman, but said nothing. Dahlia, though, seemed to nod in agreement. “At least we know her game. We understand the scope of her powers and what she is trying to do—” 
 
    “—And why,” Evelyn added. “Apparently Liam’s powers will somehow make her a god.” 
 
    “She may have been speaking hyperbolically,” Memento suggested. “So what’s our next move?” 
 
    “Are you insane?” I asked her. The defeat was still too raw. “I live my life and wait for the day she takes my body. What else can we do?” 
 
    Dahlia walked up to me with a surprisingly aggressive gait. When she raised her hand, I knew what was coming next. The hard slap against my cheek caused Evelyn to gasp. 
 
    “Fine,” she said coldly. “You can give up. Live your life. But I won’t. I’m going to do everything I can to stop her. It doesn’t matter what it takes.” 
 
    Memento shook her head. “Me too. I’m not giving up.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Carmilla said. “Fuck you and your despair.” She sniffled through red tears but managed to smile weakly at me. 
 
    Evelyn could be heard audibly sighing in the distance. “Wow, you chicks really drank the Kool-Aid, huh.” 
 
    My knees buckled, and I hit the ground, landing roughly in a seated position, my arms behind me. “I’m sorry,” I said. “But I refuse your help. I can’t lose any of you.” 
 
    “But we can lose you?” Memento asked. “Fuck right off.” 
 
    “If she takes your body, you lose us. You lose everything. And Memento’s right,” Carmilla said. “We lose you. That has to count for something, or you’re just being selfish.” 
 
    I sighed, defeated again. Twice in five minutes. “Fine,” I said. “But can you at least lie low with me for a little while?” 
 
    “Oh,” Carmilla winked shittily, “We’ll be laying with you alright.” 
 
    “Jesus H. Christ,” Evelyn said. “The last thing that poor boy needs now is a boner, Car-Car.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, pouting. The apology was insincere. 
 
    I stood back up, helped to my feet by Brian and Dahlia. Maybe they were right. What’s the worst that could happen? The Headmistress wouldn’t kill me, that much I knew for sure. But would she kill the others? That was my greatest fear. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to make any progress wallowing in fear. I was already on the path to amassing as much power as I could. Now, however, I had a more focused motivation. That was the only thing that had changed. The Headmistress was right—business as usual. Don’t rock the boat. Grow in strength, learn what I can, plot, and when the time is right… 
 
    I saw no reason not to hope. Especially with them by my side, each invested in helping me, I knew I had a chance. And I had time on my side, too. Lots of time. Many, many years, she had said. 
 
    Just then, the balcony doors, which had already been shattered by the homunculus, opened, and I was surprised to see Randolph Carter III standing there with a guilty look on his face. That look, combined with what had just happened… I knew instantly the meaning of the expression he wore. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” I said, pointing my wand at him. “Drain Life.” With a gasp, he reacted as his life force was sucked out of his body. He looked surprised at first, but he didn’t resist. He didn’t move, dodge, or fight. He just collapsed. 
 
    “Liam, stop,” Carmilla said. I ignored her. “STOP!” she shoved me, breaking my concentration and releasing the spell. 
 
    “You did this!” I said, rushing him. Randolph didn’t back down, though. He just sat there in his well-earned shame. “She knew our plan because of you!” I said, waving my wand in his face menacingly. 
 
    “She did,” he admitted. “Liam, I’m sorry. But telling her probably saved their lives.” He gestured to my girls. 
 
    I studied him carefully. And then I calmed down, thinking more clearly. He didn’t have to come here. He gained nothing from it. He knew how I might react, and he still came to confess. 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” he said, “I made her promise not to hurt any of you. You wouldn’t have won. She might have killed everyone but Liam for all I knew, so I… had to say something.” 
 
    I looked up and closed my eyes, putting my hands in my pockets along with my wand. My shoulders sank as I lost myself in thought for several seconds. “Is that the only reason you did it?” I asked. There was more to it, I was sure. He was holding back. 
 
    He sighed. “No. Liam. I was jealous of you. I like you, I really do. You’re a good guy, but you’re… powerful, inexperienced, and reckless, and your power just feels so fucking unearned,” he said, venting his frustration. 
 
    I said nothing, my face giving nothing away anymore. I just watched him carefully, hanging onto each word he was about to say. 
 
    “Here you come, out of nowhere, hot dude, a super powerful necromancer, most powerful Affinity in our generation, and then you’re the first Harem-Magus in hundreds of years, effortlessly seducing practically every girl I’ve had a crush on in the last year or so...” 
 
    Evelyn coughed conspicuously. 
 
    “Except you, Eve,” he winked. “And, truth be told, I’ve always respected the Headmistress. I’ve always been grateful to the school, even loyal. All that combined with my own jealousy, and I—” 
 
    “You fucked up,” Carmilla said flatly, scowling at him, her hands on her hips to show her disapproval of his excuses. “This is a bunch of bullshit.” 
 
    “I fucked up,” he agreed. “I’m sorry. I really am. If you kill me, I deserve it. But I did ask her to promise not to kill any of you.” 
 
    I stood up straight in front of him and looked him dead in the eye. “I can’t say I forgive you,” I told him. “This is betrayal. We trusted you with our plan, and you ratted us out. But it doesn’t matter now. So let’s bury it.”  
 
    I turned to look at everyone, their faces showing mostly relief at my mercy, save for Carmilla.  
 
    “You can’t be serious, Liam,” she said. “He deserves to be punished,” the vampiress said. 
 
    I nodded. “He does, but I’m really not in the fucking mood,” I said, still staring in the traitor’s direction. “None of this matters anyway. The Headmistress was right. Carmilla, I don’t care that you ate your grandma.” I turned to Dahlia and opened my mouth to speak, but my words caught in my throat and she used that moment to interrupt. 
 
    “Liam, I can explain,” she started, but I found my voice and cut her off, raising my hand and looking at the ground. 
 
    “I don’t even want to hear it,” I said, shocking even myself. Rebecca deserved better than this, but it was true. “You’re my soulmate, right? So if you killed Rebecca, then what choice do I have but to work with it? I have to just trust that it happened for a reason and move forward.” I repeated the Headmistress’s nihilistic words. “It doesn’t matter right now. We can deal with it all later, not all at once.” 
 
    “It does matter, Liam,” she said, then went silent. Dahlia looked as though she desperately wanted to say more, to explain, but I didn’t want to hear it. I couldn’t let myself hear it. I needed to move forward now. It was time to lick our wounds and plan our next steps. 
 
    “Can we trust you?” I asked Randolph. He nodded. I didn’t believe the fucker for a second, but I pressed on. “Fair enough. Well then, why are we all still standing around here?” I asked. “I say we get some dinner and rest and regroup this weekend. How does that sound?”  
 
    Murmurs of agreement rang out. 
 
    Things were simple before. When I got here, all I cared about was having fun, gaining power, and forgetting my past. Well, circumstances had changed. Now the game was all about survival, and it was a long, punishing game indeed. It was a battle of endurance.  
 
    If I rested one moment too long, I lost precious time that I could have spent preparing, improving, growing, and refining my skills. I couldn’t lose again. I wouldn’t. Despite everything, I wouldn’t lose. I was determined now. Resolved. The battle was only beginning, and I was going to end it on my own terms, one way or another. 
 
    I looked up at the swirling storm clouds, only now beginning to relent long after the Headmistress’s departure. They were a stark reminder of her power, but I attempted to remain unimpressed. Someday soon I’d make it rain blood and bone. I’d make the clouds teem with necrotic bolts and flying phantoms. Who would be impressed by a little lightning when that was going on? 
 
    I took a few steps back and leaned across the balcony handrail, propped up against a gargoyle as I looked out at a slowly setting alien sun. “Carmilla,” I said, calling out for the vampiress. 
 
    She walked beside me, leaning into my shoulder. “Mmhmm?” she hummed. 
 
    “Soon I’m going to make you a full vampire.” 
 
    Even out of the corner of my eyes I could see her expression light up. “Really? Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    “I can and I will,” I said, draping an arm around her for a brief moment. 
 
    “At some point, you’re going to have to explain why I have claws and wings, too,” she smirked, holding up her monstrous-looking hands. They were already starting to shrink back to normal, and the wings were receding on their own as well. 
 
    “Right. Will do. Dahlia,” I said, turning my attention to the celestial-eyed sorceress. “You need to obsess over perfecting both your Void and divination powers,” I said. “The Void powers are another thing that we have that the Headmistress doesn't, so it’s an advantage. It’s something she can’t predict or control.” 
 
    “I will, Liam. I promise,” she said, her voice soft and full of pain. 
 
    “How about me?” Memento asked. 
 
    Carmilla and I turned to look at her, my back to the setting sun as I leaned against the balcony rail, exhausted. “You need to work on creating permanent minions that can regenerate,” I said. “Like we talked about before. And fix Brian’s arm as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. “No problem.” 
 
    “You can fix my arm?” I heard Brian ask with a gasp. I ignored his question, letting the two of them discuss it on their own. I looked at Randolph, Brian, and Evelyn. Evelyn and Randolph were looking back at me, clearly waiting for some kind of instructions as well. Brian had fallen into an excited conversation with Memento. 
 
    “The three of you just get stronger. Do missions. Cultivate. Every little boost in power helps, even if it seems like nothing next to her.” 
 
    Randolph and Evelyn nodded. Brian didn’t seem to hear me as he was locked in conversation with Memento, but I didn’t think he needed to be told what to do. He was already invested. He was a good friend, and he’d do everything he could to help. Especially once we managed to get him a new arm. 
 
    The sun was fast setting, and even more stars of brilliant and varied colors speckled the sky. The storm clouds had all but dispersed now. It was the end of the day. From my large balcony I could see dozens of clueless students meandering about campus, totally unaware of what had just happened here, about who their Headmistress really was. 
 
    The sky darkened as we stood in silence. I couldn’t pretend to know what my friends were thinking, but I imagined it was similar to my own thought processes. Dread. Ambition. Determination. Resilience. All of these aspects, though, combined to form a recipe for survival. We would not be defeated. 
 
    Followed by my friends, I walked back into my room. The day was not yet over. There was still time to study, to practice, to work. 
 
    There was still time. And I still had that crown. The one everyone urged me not to use, but I felt—I knew—was something powerful. Something necessary. I felt egged on by the realization and the fresh memory of the mural in the cabin cellar. What did it say? Oh yeah, that’s right: 
 
    All Hail King Skeletox, baby. 
 
   



 
    



 Chapter 2-1 
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   M y eyes burned with white, necrotic light as I rode bareback atop the giant vulpine monstrosity that was my familiar, Uther. Dahlia’s soft hands were wrapped tightly around my waist as she sat behind me, and I struggled to ignore the softness of her chest pressing up against my back as we charged into a ruined black city whose skyscrapers seemed to grasp longingly at the red aurora teeming in the twin-mooned sky overhead. 
 
    Gargantuan Shamblers, Void zombies the size of a colossus with skin that writhed with inky black Void energy, lumbered to intercept us. I scoffed at their feebleness, uttering a profane incantation, holding up my wand, igniting it with pale green luminosity. Extending my wand in the direction of one of the Shamblers, I watched as the monstrosity melted and crumbled, sinking to its knees, quaking the shadowy earth underfoot as I absorbed its power, refilling my own stores of magic ever so slightly. 
 
    Dahlia, at my back, wasn’t going to suffer any weakling titans, either. She raised her crystal orb up and it hovered over her hand as she channeled a radiant, golden beam that seared the head off another Shambler, effectively clearing the immediate path ahead of us as it toppled over with a thunderous sound. Together, we were an all-consuming storm of domination. 
 
    Still, a few lumbering monstrosities followed behind us, but they were no threat, not even worth the time to dispatch—we’d soon outpace them, and the mindless hulks would eventually forget they were even pursuing us. 
 
    I could have made them my own, of course—they were undead, or at least undead-adjacent, after all, and I am a necromancer. However, our mission in the city was one that required a bit more tact than marching the streets with an army of corpselike juggernauts. No, today we were headed to the nesting hoard of something called a Void Dragon. It was a high-risk, high-reward mission for only two people—unless the party was made up of Dahlia and me. Then it was low risk, extremely high reward. 
 
    See, the mission itself had two features that made us uniquely suited to tackle it—the presence of undead, which was my bread and butter, and the density of lower-level Void Things that had taken over the city, which, as the daughter of a Void Star and a human woman, Dahlia could very easily manipulate and neutralize. The proof of it was in her gorgeous eyes, pools of midnight blue, devoid of whites, wherein swam glimmering constellations that made her orbs look like planetarium projections. When she was pissed, though, her daddy’s bloodline really shone through, and her eyes went slick and pitch-black like so many of the Void Things we’d faced. Even I feared her a little in those moments. 
 
    As for why this reward was particularly attractive to us, it involved a necromancer-specific magic item known as the Mask of the Master. That unholy mask had apparently been secreted away within the hoard of this beast for centuries, along with dozens, if not hundreds, of other eldritch artifacts and weapons. We would absorb the bulk of those items to boost our powers even further, but that mask was for me. 
 
    This mission was specifically assigned to Dahlia and me through the special request of the Headmistress, Eliza Waite. She was obsessed with helping me to grow in power, but only because she planned to one day claim my body and all its abilities for herself. She was a several-time body-hopping hag, possibly centuries old by now, and with each generation, she merged her soul and all her existing powers with the capabilities and strength of a new host. I was next on the list, and it wasn’t even a secret anymore. 
 
    Still, I relished the opportunity to grow stronger. As I saw it, the headmistress was vastly underestimating me, and her desire to nurture my growth as a sorcerer was her folly, sowing the seeds of her own ultimate defeat. Over the last three months, since I discovered her true intentions, I had been vastly strengthening my powers, far outpacing even what she had expected—and I showed her almost none of my true capabilities and watched with sadistic glee as she still fawned over what little I let her know. 
 
    Now we trudged on fox-back through dark, ruined city streets. Tall buildings loomed over us like unholy monoliths dreamed up through alien geometry. Atop the tallest of the skyscrapers was the nest of the Void Dragon, and within the upper floors of that same building would be its hoard, which it guarded jealously. 
 
    I was warned by the Headmistress that Void Dragons don’t really have much in common with dragons of myth when it came to appearance—they were nicknamed dragons because of their hoarding behavior, collecting magical items and attempting to keep them hidden away. Void Creatures seemed to hate sorcerers, for whatever reason. It was their natural instinct to inconvenience us at every turn, and the so-called dragon did it by blocking our access to equipment we could use to empower ourselves, while entities like Graspers and the corrupted Nightgaunts that had been stolen away from the Elder God Nodens acted as our hunters, able to slip more easily through the narrow cracks between worlds. 
 
    We reached the building at last, but the inside was heavily damaged and filled with rubble, with no stairways or other paths up available to us. Even if they were, the idea of walking up a hundred flights of stairs did not appeal to me. I looked to Dahlia, my gorgeous companion, and asked the obvious question. “Now what?” 
 
    She smirked. “Dismiss Uther,” she said, visibly unconcerned. We dismounted, and I watched Uther vanish into the air with a pop. I looked back at the celestial girl and waited for further instructions. Instead of offering any, she turned me around at the shoulders and hopped on my back. Her arms and legs wrapped tightly around me, and I was surprised to suddenly be giving Dahlia a piggyback ride for all intents and purposes. She held onto my body tightly as I readjusted my standing posture to accommodate her weight. 
 
    “I am not sure what you think is about to happen, but—” 
 
    “Shush,” she interrupted me with a peck on the cheek, and a dozen or so gloomy tentacles shot out of her back and grasped at the side of the tower. Before I knew it, we were climbing the tower with the aid of Dahlia’s Void Thing appendages. 
 
    “This is pretty rad,” I admitted, my body suspended in the air. The only thing stopping me from falling to a terrible death was the impressive grip that the Starchild woman’s legs and arms had on me. We climbed and climbed with surprising speed and ease. It was pretty cool at first—until I looked down. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Dahlia giggled at me, her voice seductively musical. 
 
    “Do what?” I said, my stomach turning. 
 
    “Look at the ground. Don’t do that. I’ve got you, don’t worry.” 
 
    I decided to believe her. As it turned out, I was right to do so because, within ten minutes, we had ascended to the summit of the skyscraper, finding ourselves abruptly face to face with a horror the likes of which I’d never seen before. 
 
    The monster that stood in front of us made the titanic Shamblers we’d encountered earlier look tiny in comparison. Its entire body was thick and massive, and indeed, its appearance didn’t live up to the title ‘dragon’ but was instead something altogether much, much worse. 
 
    The Void Dragon’s shape was somewhat gorilla-like, if gorillas had four arms, four enormous bat-like wings, two legs, and an octopoid head with long, seeking tentacles surrounding a sphincter-like mouth. Its skin was a swimming oily blackness, slick and unnatural, vaguely translucent. On its head was one large eye, but several other eyes and growling, drooling mouths were scattered randomly across the thing’s misshapen body. It was a nightmare incarnate. 
 
    “Oh, damn,” I groaned. “That’s an ugly son of a bitch.” 
 
    “That ugly son of a bitch is our ticket to a ton of mana-bearing magical items, honey,” Dahlia tutted, her hands already teeming with golden and silvery energy. My eyes fell to a pile of rubble that surrounded the nesting spot of the creature, giving me an idea. 
 
    Time was short, as the blasphemous thing had just taken notice of us, its many eyes now fixated on me in particular. A mouth-tentacle extended and stretched like a rubber band, whipping at me, but Dahlia blasted it with beams of light, knocking the probing appendage off its path, buying me just enough time to activate the first part of my combo. 
 
    “Ig’nara K’thun!” I shouted, and piles of rubble and stone twisted into bone. “Yg’nau F’htag Ya’kyl!” I yelled next, pointing at the new bony assemblages surrounding the Void Dragon. The twisting bones came to life, though they were malformed and contorted unnaturally. Still, they crawled toward the creature with surprising speed, grasping and clawing at it, forcing the thing to take flight and move away. 
 
    “Try to weaken it!” Dahlia said. “Do as much damage as you can, then let me absorb it!” 
 
    “What are you going to do in the meantime?” I asked, hurling a bony spear projectile at the creature as it soared above us, narrowly missing. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll see,” she said mischievously. She started chanting something, and from her crystal orb emerged a long, serpentine Void Thing with a glowing light dangling from a stalk affixed to its head. The thing was just as hideous as the Void Dragon, maybe worse, but it was on our side. It was the Void Worm that Dahlia had captured a few months ago on our first mission with Memento Morikawa. 
 
    “Damn, girl!” I shouted, vaulting another bone spear and a cluster of Exploding Skull spells at the Void Dragon as it sought a safe place to land. One of the skulls successfully made contact, detonating and scorching a wing. I grinned with satisfaction. 
 
    We were practically playing ‘Keep Away’ now—I was hurling attack after attack at the thing, and no matter where it tried to park itself on this rooftop, it was likely to be caught by either my spells or Dahlia’s new pet. I summoned Uther back into the fray for good measure, using him as an additional focus from which I launched more spears at the Void Dragon. 
 
    It made a desperate, terrible sound as one spear caught it in the arm. I grinned at first but then saw it decide to take a dive right on top of me, throwing caution to the wind as it plummeted to assault me. I dodged out of the way, and Dahlia’s Void Worm exploited the fresh opening, catching the other monster’s leg in its jaws and beginning a wrestling match between the two of them. I watched, trying to aim spells carefully, as the drama unfolded between the two titans, but I couldn’t get a clear shot in without risking hitting the Void Worm, so I held off until something changed. The two monstrosities ripped and rent each other, tearing away chunks of tar-like flesh, and the vapors of their dark energy seeped into the atmosphere with each new injury they endured. 
 
    “This really could go either way, babe,” I noted to Dahlia. “You sure you want to let this play out?” 
 
    Dahlia gritted her teeth, calling off her Void Worm, trying to help it make an exit from the fight, but the retreat left it wide open, and the Void Dragon tore into it even more fiercely, decapitating it. Dahlia shrieked in horror as her pet became a puddle of black, misting miasma. 
 
     “No!” she cried, and it stirred my guts with rage to see her unhappy. 
 
    I vaulted forward, commanding the writhing mass of bone to attack the Void Dragon. They pinned it down, and at last, I had the opening I needed. Uther charged, shredding into its shadowy hide, and before the thing could attempt to brush him off, I focused a charged bone spear directly at its head, impaling it through its eye. I shuddered with delight as the spear pushed all the way through and emerged from the other side of its head, but the thing didn’t stop moving. Its movements were jerkier and more frantic now. but it still possessed some degree of life. 
 
    Dahlia, recovering from her dismay, launched a fresh new assault of light beams at its body, causing its flesh to teem and burn. The combined force of all three of our attacks was enough to weaken it, and I smirked, thinking this thing wouldn’t get a single hit on us. 
 
    But in my cocksure hubris, a flurry of mouth tentacles launched at me, wrapping themselves around my torso. I felt my shirt burn away from the toxicity of its touch, and skin began to sizzle and sear, flesh melting. 
 
    With that, Uther appeared, leaping upward, biting down on the tentacles, severing them from the face of the Void Dragon. They fell from my body, limp, slumping to the ground and misting away. 
 
    Dahlia started incanting again, this time something new. She held out her tome of Void Magic and her crystal ball, and I watched as the weakened Void Dragon failed to resist the force of her summons. It withered and flew into her focus, every drop of it, until nothing was left. She panted heavily at the completion of her task. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. She rushed over to me, throwing her arms around me and kissing me once on the lips. I gnashed my teeth in pain as her breasts heaved against the fresh burns on my chest. Dahlia's eyes showed that she sensed my discomfort and quickly backed off with mounting concern. “You’re the only sorceress I know who can play Pokémon with the Void Things,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I have no idea what that is,” she said, frowning at my wound. “Let me try to fix that.” She lifted up her crystal orb once more, pushing it against the painful marks on my body. I felt my wounds healing, but dark scars were left behind in the shape of the tentacles that had twisted around my torso. Frustrated, I ripped off the remaining tatters of my shirt, displaying my awesome physique. It was cold, though, and a pang of regret made its way into my mind as I already missed being fully covered. 
 
    “Are you trying to get me excited?” she whimpered naughtily as her finger seductively traced the new scars in my chest. She put her focus away on the pouch on her hip and fixed her starry eyes on me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I grunted. “Let’s stay on task for now. We’re almost done here.” 
 
    She looked a bit disappointed but nodded her agreement. “Of course,” she sighed, looking away, but flashing me a bit of a resentful pout at the last second. 
 
    There wasn’t much in the way of treasure on the rooftop. There was, however, a broken hexagonal skylight that led to the floor below. I peered in, and my mouth hung open as I processed what I saw. “Babe, you’re going to want to check this out.” 
 
    Easily hundreds of treasures lined the floor of the room—amulets, rings, swords, axes, tokens, and more. I jumped down through the skylight and landed as gracefully as a comic book superhero—a three-point landing. 
 
    I spared a thought for my leg, remembering how weak it had been just a few months ago. Now, though, I’d absorbed so much mana so many times that my body was stronger and more resilient than that of a normal person, even that of an Olympic athlete. A gunshot to the head at point-blank range would probably kill me, sure—I was still mortal. But I was a hell of a lot more durable than your average Tom, Dick, or Harry, and my regenerative powers kept me alive in situations that should have easily killed me. 
 
    Dahlia leapt down just behind me, but she fell like a feather, some spell or another slowing her descent. You could barely hear her white boots hit the ground. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, surveying the loot. “We hit the jackpot, but—” 
 
    “How do we get all this out of here?” Dahlia asked. “Once we Waypoint back, that’s it. We lose our tether to this location. It’ll probably sit here for another hundred years before anyone can find it again.” 
 
    I groaned. She was right. The Waypoint Spell to get us home was indeed a handy one, but once we left here, this place was locked away for good, and it would take the professors a ton of effort to reopen the location for us again—enough that it basically wasn’t worth asking. 
 
    “Well, there is another possibility,” I said. She looked at me questioningly, waiting for me to speak. “You’re not going to like it, because it cuts the rest of the team out of the equation,” I said, my face souring in preparation for her reaction. 
 
    She furrowed her brow at me. “You mean we absorb it all here and now? For ourselves?” 
 
    I shrugged. “We take back what we can for the others, but yeah, we absorb the bulk of it. I know it’s not—” 
 
    She cocked her head sideways and interrupted me. “No, it’s a good idea,” she said. “The majority of it should go to you, and I’ll take a small share, and then we bring back a similarly sized armful for the rest of the harem.” 
 
    I blinked. “You want to give the bulk of it to me?” I asked in surprise. “This is going to be a huge power gain for one person, especially me.” 
 
    She nodded confidently, her starlit eyes scanning the room before they settled back on me. “Your growths in power are faster and more efficient than the rest of us, anyway. We might as well prioritize your development since you make the best use of the treasure, pound for pound.” 
 
    It was a fair point. This cache of loot would be a big boost for anyone, but for me, with my Harem-Magus powers enhancing the rate of the evolution of my magic, it was a huge boon, indeed. “Alright,” I conceded. “If you’re sure, I agree.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” she said with a grin. “Though in the future, we may want to ask Professor Whately or Hazelmire to loan us a Bag of Holding or two.” 
 
    My eyes went wide, flashing back to days of D&D in my parents’ basement back in high school. “Wow, do those really exist?” 
 
    “Of course they do!” she giggled. “But they’re incredibly rare.” 
 
    “It figures they would be,” I nodded. I looked around the room for my prized treasure, the Mask of the Master. After a few minutes, I found it lying alone upon a table, a polished silver facemask in the shape of a skull. I picked it up and at once felt its immense power welcoming me, urging me to put it on. I ignored the urge for the moment, instead placing the mask in my bag. 
 
    I sat on the ground in front of a giant pile of treasure. “Okay,” I said. “I’m going to get started. You organize the smaller stack into three equal shares for you, Carmilla, and Memento, and then you absorb your share right away. We’ll take the other two piles in one of your conjured sacks, each of us carrying one.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Dahlia grinned, her eyes twinkling alluringly. “Have fun. See you in a bit.” I grinned back. 
 
    I turned my neck back toward the pile and sat up straight in a meditative position. I cast the ritual spell that triggered the absorption of magic items and enabled me to grow in power. The enormous stack of magical items disintegrated into dust, which I breathed in through my nostrils. It burned in a vaguely pleasant way as I felt the power of the items reach my lungs, infusing my body with their essence. Then I fell over, sunken into darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-2 
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   I  woke up in Dahlia’s arms after the ritual had concluded, my head cushioned by her pillowy chest. A worried look shone in her gorgeous eyes. “Hey, sweetheart,” I said. “Fancy meeting you here.” I grinned at her, but she just scowled back at me. 
 
    “You were unconscious for two hours!” she shuddered. “Do you have any idea how worried I was? What the hell happened?” 
 
    “I had a lot of loot to burn through,” I said, pointing at the now empty floor where before there had been an enormous pile of treasure. 
 
    She went wide-eyed in surprise. “It took you that long to level up?” 
 
    I smirked, “Oh yeah, and it was a juicy one, too.” 
 
    Dahlia smiled curiously, licking her lips at the prospect of my power-up. “Oh yeah? What did you get out of it?” 
 
    “Too much to list right now,” I said. “I enhanced most of my main spells and my minions, gave Uther some juice, and also came up with some surprises for you and Memento.” My eyebrows danced a little to tease her with the information I was holding back. 
 
    “Surprises for me?” she asked, interest piqued. “Oh, come on, tell me!” the silver-haired beauty whined, pulling on my ear. 
 
    “We’ll save it for another time,” I chuckled just before wincing in pain from her abuse. 
 
    “What if I made it worth your while?” she purred, pulling a sleeve off the side of her shoulder and tugging her dress down to expose one perfect breast. Liam, Jr. shot straight up to attention, and it didn’t go unnoticed by my gorgeous harem girl. “Seems like your little guy isn’t opposed to the idea,” she cooed, licking her lips and crawling on top of me. 
 
    I still firmly shook my head ‘no,’ even as the love of my life ground her crotch against mine, closing my eyes so that I wouldn’t see her irresistible face inches from my own. “Sorry, babe. You’ll thank me for not spoiling the surprise later.” 
 
    “Un-freaking-likely. I hate surprises,” she moaned, her eyes flickering black with irritation. “I always lose my shit when I’m surprised. You’ve been warned.” 
 
    “Let’s grab the rest of the loot and get out of here,” I suggested, slapping her on the ass, signaling her to stand. She sighed and obeyed, standing up and then helping me to my feet. She stared at my bare chest, and a playful smile danced on her face. 
 
    “Your muscles are going to give Brian a run for his money pretty soon, honey,” she growled hungrily at me. I looked down at my chest reflexively. It was true. I was getting stronger all the time. I often reserved a little bit of my loot toward upkeeping my physique. This time, with all the loot I’d just gotten, I spent some of it toward pushing my muscles further than they’d gone before. I looked more than a little like a bodybuilder now. 
 
    “I’m glad you noticed,” I chuckled back at her. 
 
    “Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “A blind man would notice.” 
 
    We picked up the treasure that remained, and a thought crossed my mind. “What did you spend your level up on, Dolly?” 
 
    She squinted narrowly at me, a bit of irritation still showing in her gorgeous eyes. “Well, now I don’t want to tell you,” she answered coldly, crossing her arms with a haughty “Hmph!” 
 
    “Aww, come on,” I said. “I’ll do that thing you like tonight.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, properly considering it, but then she sneered with finality. “No,” she said, at last. “It’s a surprise.” She put a little stank on that last word and then stuck out her tongue, and I had to laugh. 
 
    “I guess I deserve that,” I sighed. 
 
    We used a variation of the classic Waypoint Spell that took us back to our respective rooms in Esoterica. I waited in my room, and soon Dahlia showed up with the sack of loot she retrieved and plopped it on my floor next to the one I brought back. “I sent Oscar to Sheridan,” she said. “Carmilla will know to meet us here.” 
 
    “How about Memento?” I asked. 
 
    “Did you try knocking on her door?” she suggested. 
 
    “I did not,” I admitted, and I stood up, walked out of my room and across the hall, and knocked on the goth chick’s door. 
 
    A voice returned soon enough. “Is that you, Daddy? Are you back?” 
 
    “Hey, Mimi,” I chuckled, her sexy voice sounding sweet as candy even muffled through the thick wooden door. “Yeah, it’s me.” 
 
    “Quick, let’s get naked before—” she opened the door to see Dahlia standing behind me. “Oh. Never mind,” she sighed. 
 
    “You’re so greedy,” Dahlia giggled. “There’s plenty of Liam to go around.” 
 
    “Anyway, why don’t you get to my room. Harem meeting in five minutes.” 
 
    “Oohhh, sounds spicy,” Memento grinned. 
 
    I winced for fear of reprisal at my next words. “Strictly business, I’m afraid,” I said. 
 
    Memento nodded solemnly. “Business before pleasure. Say no more.” 
 
    “Just business,” I chuckled. “I need to eat something as soon as this is concluded. We haven’t had a meal since breakfast,” I gestured to myself and Dahlia. 
 
    “Ohhh, are we gonna do it?!” Carmilla gushed as she saw the three of us standing in the hallway. The elevator doors finished opening, and the slinky, sexy body of the vampire sorceress sauntered over to us, swaying her hips with a little extra intent, I noticed. 
 
    “Business meeting only,” Memento reported with an exaggerated pout. Carmilla returned the pout with her own disappointed glare, leveled straight at me. 
 
    “Ughhh,” she groaned. “Fffffine.” 
 
    We headed into my room. Dahlia conjured some simple cushions for us, and we sat on the floor. I leaned over, pulling the two sacks of treasure off of the bed and handing one to each of the new arrivals. 
 
    “Whoa,” Carmilla said softly, her protests suddenly ceased. “For me?” 
 
    I nodded. “Dahlia and I already leveled up today, and we managed to each take a sackful of loot to share with each of you.” 
 
    Memento shook her head and handed the bag back to me. “You take it. You are the one who needs to get more powerful,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks, Mimi, but I absorbed more than my fair share of mana today. I insist. This is for you.” She took the sack back reluctantly. I watched her peek her head inside of it. I couldn’t stifle my amusement when I heard her gasp at its potent contents. 
 
    “Anything else?” Carmilla asked, leaning over and pulling a red lollipop out from a box under my bed. I always kept a few blood lollies there just in case she visited and I wasn’t in the mood to exchange love bites. I almost laughed when I saw her eyes unconsciously go black and red as she moaned a little at the first lick of the candy. 
 
    Blood lollies were surprisingly easy to get on campus. Carmilla wasn’t the only vampire around, and spell coordinates to vampire-friendly worlds were pretty easy to acquire by asking around. I had taken to treating my girls as good as possible, but they were still getting spoiled, and their appetites were becoming more demanding. 
 
    “Nope, nothing else,” I said, looking at each of the girls in case I was wrong. “Anyone got news?” 
 
    Dahlia and Carmilla shrugged and shook their heads, respectively, but Memento raised her hand. 
 
    “What’s up, Mimi?” 
 
    She grinned at my use of the pet name. “Well, I’ve got Brian strapped down to my bed now and—” 
 
    My eyes shot wide open. “What?!” 
 
    “Relax,” she continued, “He’s unconscious, and—” 
 
    “What?!” I doubled down on my shock with another surprised cry. 
 
    “If you’d let me finish, baby, I’m trying to fix his arm,” she said, rolling her eyes exaggeratedly. “It’s going pretty well so far, too. So, that’s my news.” 
 
    “You’re doing it right now?” Dahlia asked, confused. 
 
    Memento nodded. “So I should probably get back there before he wakes up and his soon-to-be new arm tries to strangle him to death or something,” she sighed. “But I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    “Well, I’m definitely going with you,” I said, standing up. “Anyone else want to come?” 
 
    “You can come,” Memento replied thoughtfully, finger to her chin, “but it’s pretty crowded and messy in there right now, so honestly, I think you’re about all I can accommodate. Sorry girls.” 
 
    Carmilla seductively licked at her lollipop. “I’ll wait here,” she said, her hungry vampire eyes fixed on me. “Naked.” 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    “You will not,” Dahlia said, poking her in the forehead. “You’re coming with me. I’m starving, so we’re getting a snack, and then we have research to do in the library.” 
 
    “What?! Aww, shit,” she complained. “What research?” 
 
    Dahlia leaned over and whispered something that made Carmilla giggle. “Ohhh, okay,” she said. “I’m down.” 
 
    “The hell is going on, now?” I asked with concern growing on my face. 
 
    “Nothing, sweety, girl stuff,” Dahlia blinked innocently at me, stars twinkling sweetly in her midnight-blue eyes. 
 
    I sighed. “Alright, let’s all meet up later.” With a few words of farewell, I left the vampire and the celestial hotty at the foot of my bed, though they were likely to leave soon, and Memento and I went across the hall to her own dorm room. She unlocked the door, and as we walked through it, it didn’t take long for me to realize that Memento hadn’t been bluffing when she said that her room was cluttered and cramped. 
 
    Books lay open across the floor to various charts and diagrams, easily a dozen such tomes, as far as I could see. Some were medical and anatomical in nature—clinical tomes from the mundane world. Others were alchemical treatises on concepts such as Chi and pressure points. Still others displayed runes, various pentagrams for blood magic, and other occult symbology that I couldn’t even make sense of. 
 
    “Damn, girl, you’ve been busy.” 
 
    “I just wanted to get this over with,” she exhaled as she turned the corner. I followed her and couldn’t help but gasp slightly at the sight I beheld. 
 
    Brian Adder was strapped down to her bed, naked from the waist up. The bindings she used were a mix of chain and leather, and I recognized them from a very different context than what they were being used for now. She blushed a bit as we made eye contact—probably making the same connection. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked sternly. “I don’t want it done fast. I want it done right.” 
 
    She scowled at me. “Brian’s my friend, too,” she growled. “You think I’d try this if I thought it might not work?” 
 
    I softened my expression, smiling at her and nodding my head. “Okay then, Mimi. Get to work. Can I help?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you can,” she nodded, rolling her eyes at me with a playful smirk. “Stay in the corner and don’t get in the way.” She reached into a bag next to the bed and pulled out a beefy arm that looked as though it was made of raw meat. 
 
    I followed her instructions, feeling a bit awkward as I stood back and took in the sight of her at work. She was dexterous and focused, and she seemed to know damn well what she was doing. Her hands worked nimbly as she carved sigils into the meat and stitched and resculpted a few imperfections in its surface with a combination of spellcasting and scalpel-work. She was carving it into the shape of a human arm, basically, or rather, refining it. The bulk of the work had been done long before I arrived. 
 
    I was clueless, however, and couldn’t restrain at least a few questions. “Is that the arm of the flesh golem we stole?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said, wrinkling her nose cutely, “I returned that ages ago. This is the product of homegrown flesh alchemy, babe.” She flashed me a triumphant grin just before her eyes fixed back on Brian. 
 
    “Whoa,” I blinked. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” she said, placing the arm on the bed so that it almost touched Brian’s wounded socket like it was being prepped to just snap into place. She then reached into her lacy black dress and pulled a small stone out from her bra. She held it up for me to see. I squinted to take a look, but my eyes widened once I realized what it was. 
 
    “You did it!” I said. “That’s your own homunculus core?” 
 
    She nodded, staring at it, but didn’t say anything until she pulled another, cleaner scalpel and a red potion out of the bag beside her bed. “This part isn’t for the squeamish,” she said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I asked, leaning against the wall with my arms crossed. 
 
    She held up the core but didn’t turn to face me. “I have to get this affixed to his heart,” she replied nonchalantly, and she started tracing a line in marker down his chest. 
 
    My danger-sense went off. “Whoa, hold on, you’re going to do heart surgery on Brian?” 
 
    “I’ve watched plenty of YouTube videos on the topic, dude. I’ll be fine. And you have no idea how many cadavers I’ve practiced with.” 
 
    “This isn’t a cadaver,” I said. “It’s Brian.” 
 
    “He knows the risks,” she declared crossly. “He believes in me. I thought you would, too.” She shot an annoyed look over her shoulder that made me feel a bit guilty. Was I the asshole here? 
 
    “Look,” I started, “just hang on. All I need is your assurance, here, that you know what you’re doing, and he’s going to be okay.” 
 
    She nodded. “He’ll be fine. And yes, I know what I’m doing. I’ve been making flesh golems since I was in kindergarten. It’s kind of my thing.” 
 
    “Brian’s not a flesh golem, though,” I pointed out. 
 
    “No, but there’s a lot of crossover between making a flesh golem and fixing an alchemically crafted arm to a person,” she said. “The runes were the tough part, not the meat-work.” She was staring at the stone achingly, as though remembering the great anxiety that innocent-looking little rock had caused her. She shook herself out of it. “This is the easy part,” she continued, brandishing the scalpel. 
 
    I couldn’t help but swallow audibly. “If you say so, Mimi. I trust you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied over her shoulder. 
 
    She got to work, and if I was worried before, that anxiety faded fast when I watched the skill and confidence with which she performed her gruesome task. I observed in awe as she cleanly opened up Brian’s chest as though it were the simplest procedure in the world, and then I watched as she used a combination of magic and surgical tricks to attach the runestone she had created to his heart. 
 
    She dumped half of the red potion out in his chest, and crimson luminance emitted from it as I saw the homunculus arm begin to twitch—whatever she’d just done seemed to activate the golem core, thus awakening the arm. 
 
    Then she turned her attention to the new limb, moving it so that it pressed against Brian’s shoulder socket, and she dumped the other half of the potion out on it. The arm emitted tiny sinews and tendrils that reached out and fastened themselves to Brian’s body. “Nothing to it,” Memento said, wiping a bit of sweat from her brow as she knelt on the bed, straddling Brian’s legs. This certainly wasn’t an ideal operating room table, but she was making do expertly. 
 
    And then, with a bit more trouble than when she’d opened it, she closed and held his chest shut. 
 
    “Do you need stitches or something?” I asked, curious and a bit concerned. Her hands remained firmly pressed on Brian’s chest, keeping it closed. 
 
    She looked back at me and made a little “pshaw!” noise to signal her amusement at my stupidity. “Brian has the fastest healing factor of anyone I know, besides Dahlia,” Memento said. “If I just hold this closed for five minutes, it’ll be fine. It may scar, but it’ll heal.” 
 
    I nodded. I knew all about Brian’s healing factor, having seen him use it to return to action only moments after losing the arm in question. Her logic was sound, I had to admit. I watched and waited in silence, and finally, before the five minutes was up, I saw her take her hands off his chest. 
 
    “It’s already healed,” she said. “And it looks like any scarring won’t be permanent. Give it a week,” she grinned at me. 
 
    “Can I take a peek?” I asked, anxious to get a better, closer look at her handiwork. 
 
    “Go for it, Daddy,” she winked. I walked up and stood beside the bed, looking down on Brian Adder. The magic arm had attached itself, and skin was already starting to cover it, though slowly. Memento caught me looking at the arm. 
 
    “The skin should finish growing over his arm within the hour,” she said. “Hopefully before he wakes up.” 
 
    “This is really impressive,” I beamed. “I can’t wait to see how it works.” 
 
    “Spoiler alert! It’ll work perfectly,” she laughed proudly, hands on her hips. “Don’t worry about that.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “That’s not what I meant. I mean how strong it is. Does it have any special abilities?” 
 
    “It regenerates quicker and better than even he can,” she nodded. “It’s so connected to the core that if it gets cut off, the detached piece will disintegrate, and the rest of the arm will regrow. He won’t lose this again. Also, it might be a bit stronger than a normal arm, and he can use it to cast spells.” 
 
    I took a good look at it. “It doesn’t look perfectly natural, though,” I noted. “It’s got no nails or hair, for one thing.” 
 
    She jerked her head in an awkward nod. “You’re right. It isn’t a perfect copy of a human arm. I’m sure we can find solutions for things like nails later, but as far as I’ve noticed when it comes to hair, Brian magics away all his body hair anyway,” she giggled. “So, that isn’t an issue.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. He certainly seemed the type to manscape, and now that I looked at him up close, I could confirm it for myself. 
 
    The hour passed quickly, and we removed the bindings in a hurry as Brian started to stir. Once they all came off, he shot straight up, sweating and breathing hard. “Memento, fuck!” he shouted. “What kind of sleeping potion did you give me?!” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, Nightmare Potions are so much easier to make than normal sleeping potions,” she muttered apologetically. 
 
    He lifted up his two arms, “I feel like I could strangle…” His voice cut off as he looked at his hands—his two hands—in front of him. I watched with a grin as he studied the new arm, bending and flexing it, using the hand to pick up a chunk of the sheets. A giddy smile spread across his face. “It worked!” he shouted, clearly elated. I’d never seen his eyes so wide, his face so full of unbridled joy. “Memento, I could kiss you!” 
 
    “Please don’t,” she said. “I’m a one-man gal.” She shot me a wink. 
 
    “Don’t read into it, love,” he chuckled. “Thank you so much. I can’t believe you’ve done this!” 
 
    “Believe it!” she smirked back at him, flashing a victory sign and grinning. 
 
    “Congratulations, Brian,” I said, leaning in and giving him a hug. “I’m sorry that I let you lose the arm to begin with. Having Memento replace it was the least I could do.” 
 
    Brian stabbed at me with a sad expression. “Is that what you thought this whole time?” he asked quietly. “It wasn’t your fault. Things happen on missions, Liam, and we adapt.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter now, at least.” 
 
    Brian reluctantly smiled. “Don’t you ever think I held it against you, brother.” He embraced me again, and I was a little hesitant to break it off. I was just so happy to see him fully recovered. “I say that now, but if I lose this arm on another mission with you, I may start to get suspicious,” he joked, making me break out in laughter. 
 
    “I would’ve done it anyway once I got to know you,” Memento giggled. “And good freakin’ luck losing that arm.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Brian asked, sitting back up straight and relinquishing our hug. 
 
    Memento grinned wickedly, the red of her eyes glowing. “Hold it out for me,” she said, “like you’re going to give me something.” 
 
    He obeyed, blinking curiously. Memento uttered a few magic words, and bony claws appeared attached to her wrist. She brought them down on Brian’s brand-new arm, slicing it off at the elbow. Brian screamed terribly, but his scream faded as his arm immediately started to regenerate and regrow atop the blood-soaked bed.  
 
    “Holy bollocks!” he announced. “Although, fuck, some warning would have been nice.” 
 
    “You are the least stable of the girls in my harem,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Which says… so much.” 
 
    She licked her lips. “Mmmm, yes, Daddy, I’ve been a bad girl.” 
 
    Brian took one look at her expression, stood up, and announced instantly, “Welp, I’m going to leave.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I chuckled. 
 
    “What?!” Memento cried out in shock. “You can’t deprive me forever.” 
 
    “You spent the last two nights in my room,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I have needs. Daily needs,” she complained, batting her long eyelashes, pulling a lock of neon pink hair out of her face seductively. The sound of Brian abruptly shutting the door behind him punctuated her statement. 
 
    “And I will satisfy those needs,” I promised as I stroked her cheek affectionately, “but I told the Headmistress I’d see her right after I returned from the mission, and I haven’t had the time to do that yet. I haven’t even eaten! And, by the way, if she finds out I came back hours earlier but delayed just to screw you, she’s going to lay into me.” 
 
    “For the record, though, you were joking earlier, right?” she said, grinning still. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About me being the least stable of us girls, I mean,” she said. 
 
    I chuckled thoughtfully. “Why, who’s the most likely candidate from your perspective?” 
 
    Her face suddenly dropped. “Are you serious?” she asked, her eyes going wide. 
 
    My face changed to match hers. “What do you mean? Mimi?” 
 
    “Dahlia murdered a chick, right?” she said. 
 
    The name Rebecca popped into my head all of a sudden—along with a heated memory that suddenly got me sweating. “Rebecca,” I said, the name somehow feeling foreign to my lips. I had forced myself not to remember it, not to think of it, but now, here it was. 
 
    “Don’t pretend you didn’t know,” Memento said, narrowing her gaze at me, crossing her arms. “You need to be firmer with her. What if—” she crossed behind me and made sure the door was all the way shut. Memento turned back around and continued her thought. “What if she gets the idea to kill me or Carri one day?” 
 
    I just blinked, my mind still reeling. “That would never happen. It’s Dahlia,” I said. “She wouldn’t…” 
 
    “She did, though,” she said. 
 
    “She told me it was necessary,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Did you like Rebecca?” 
 
    I could do nothing but look back at her blankly. My mouth opened and closed impotently as I searched for words. 
 
    “What if it were me?” she asked after a long, awkward silence. “What then?” 
 
    “It never would be,” I said, sure of it. 
 
    “What if it were?” 
 
    “I would stop her.” 
 
    “How would you do that? Could you hurt her?” she asked. “Could you do it to save me?” 
 
    “It would never, ever come to that, and you know it,” I said. “I would never hurt any of you, just as I’m sure Dahlia never would, either.” 
 
    “But she did it before.” 
 
    “She’s my soulmate,” I said, just north of a growl. I was getting impatient, and I let it show.  
 
    I could tell Memento was supremely unsatisfied with my answer by the look she gave me. “You’re compromised with her because she’s your soulmate, you know. It’s like you’re under each other’s spell, fiercely loyal to a fault. You can’t even process it clearly when she fucks up. She’s your blindspot, Liam, and you drive her crazy, too.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The words washed over me, and despite everything, I had to admit they made a sick kind of sense. “Alright,” I conceded. “I’ll talk to her.” 
 
    Memento looked surprised for a moment, but then she sighed. She leaned forward on her tiptoes and planted a saccharine kiss on my lips. “Good. See you later, then?” she asked, fluttering those eyelashes. 
 
    “Of course,” I answered, giving her a peck on the forehead. I headed out the door and walked to the Headmistress’s office, mentally preparing for the stress of being face to face with my one true adversary once more. 
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    r. Elloway, I was wondering when you’d stop by,” the snooty, crooning voice of the Headmistress said. “For a moment, I was worried you had stood me up.” There was that sneer again. I sneered right back at her, unable to help my disdain. The candlelit chamber of the Headmistress was large and open, the walls filled to their limits with shelves overflowing with books of magic—and I didn’t doubt that she had read every one of them. 
 
    The room was dimly lit, as it always was, with only her desk in the corner and a spot at the center of the room—where we now stood— properly illuminated by candles. Every other corner was dark and full of shadows that danced in the candlelight. 
 
    “You and I both know that wouldn’t be an option,” I said, trying to butter her up by implying I still harbored some sort of fear of her. At the moment, it was true enough—she was still out of my league, power level-wise, but with each successful mission, I found myself strengthening by leaps and bounds. 
 
    Fear wasn’t the right word anymore. I was biding my time, waiting for the moment to strike. Cautious. Patient. Those were more appropriate terms for the way I felt around the evil hag. 
 
    “I’m afraid today’s appointment may take a while. Would you like some tea?” she asked, a teacup appearing in each of her hands. 
 
    “I brought my own,” I chuckled, and a stein made of a lesser demon’s skull appeared in my grip. Her eyes blinked wide in surprise, and I treasured that dumb look on her wicked face. Oh, don’t worry—I gave nothing away of my true power. 
 
    “That’s new,” she said. “And is that blood in it?” she asked, confused and a little bit disgusted. 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe I’ve been hanging out with Carmilla too much, or maybe it has something to do with my Necromancy-based powers, but I’ve developed quite the taste for it,” I said, sipping at the stein. It was true—somewhere along the way, I’d found that I could sustain myself mostly on blood if I wanted—something that I could conjure out of thin air, though it was far more energizing when I drank the real thing from a gaping wound. 
 
    Don’t ask me how I knew that. It’s weird sex stuff. 
 
    “I suspect the former,” the Headmistress said, sitting down as a chair appeared to catch her. I did the same, using a silent spell to rip wood from the floor, converted into hideous bone structures, creating my own improvised seat. She raised an eyebrow but said nothing—that spell wasn’t anything new, though it was the first time I had used it this way in her presence. “You will likely develop certain traits from your… courtesans, the closer you become bonded with them. The ability to drink and utilize blood as a source of energy and healing is easy to connect to Carmilla.” 
 
    I nodded. “More or less what I figured. My familiar has her fangs now, too, you know.” 
 
    She nodded. “I remember seeing them the last time you were here,” she said. “How is Uther?” 
 
    I smirked. “He’s doing fine.” 
 
    The Headmistress smiled eagerly. “Can I see him?” She could no doubt sense—or at least predict—that I had recently cultivated Uther’s powers again. I grinned at her and tapped the floor with my foot. Uther appeared in my lap, looking like a little fox pup. He was as white as snow and had Dahlia’s big starry eyes, Memento’s red horns, and of course, Carmilla’s vampiric fangs. 
 
    “Why is he so small?” she asked, surprised and somewhat disappointed, I could tell. 
 
    “He can change size now when he wants to,” I sniggered. “This is his indoor form.” 
 
    She nodded and smirked. “Very well, then let’s head outdoors.” She leaned forward and grasped my shoulder, and I felt our bodies dematerializing into dust—the process of teleportation I experienced whenever I used my Waypoint spell to return to Esoterica. 
 
    I closed my eyes, waiting for the spell to be over, and opened them again to find us outside Esoterica’s grounds, at the base of the stepped mountain on which the pentagram sat—the one that I summoned Uther from the first time I’d met him, the place where Devon first brought me when I was shuttled to this dimension from my own. 
 
    “Ahh,” I chuckled. “Brings back memories. Speaking of Carmilla, the first time we hooked up was right there.” I pointed to the pentagram at the top of the mountain. 
 
    “I think that falls into the realm of ‘too much information,’ Mr. Elloway, but thank you for sharing,” she groaned in revulsion. “Anyway, no more dodging. Let me see Uther’s true form.” 
 
    I nodded. I guess I couldn’t hide this from her. “Okay, Uther, you heard the old lady.” She sneered at me again, but her angered look quickly faded when Uther started to grow in size, his body swelling, extending, expanding, until he was the size of a pickup truck. “Good boy,” I said, patting his back, which was at eye level with me. 
 
    The Headmistress actually gasped. Shit. Had I shown her too much? I wondered. I needed to be careful how much I gave away. 
 
    “This is rather impressive, Mr. Elloway,” she said shakily, “But you shouldn’t squander all your mana doting on your familiar.” 
 
    Inwardly, I chuckled, though I tried to hide it from her. The truth was that Uther’s enhancements were always afterthoughts—whenever I leveled up what I planned to and found myself with power still to spare, I put it into him. It was incremental and small, but it added up quickly—especially after the last mission. “Sorry, Headmistress,” I said. “I’ll be more careful about that in the future.” 
 
    She nodded. “Still, it is impressive, and it bodes well for our future. I’ve never seen a familiar like Uther in all my years, so I don’t mean to heckle your accomplishment. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Gosh, the words would have been nice coming from someone who wasn’t openly planning to steal my body. I wordlessly glared back at her, unable to think of anything to say that would have been acceptable in polite conversation. I just grunted noncommittally and waited for her to speak again. 
 
    “Anyway, we have much to do and much to discuss, so let’s begin.” 
 
    I blinked, curious as to what she was referring to. “What do you mean ‘much to discuss?’ What is there to discuss beyond our lessons?” 
 
    She sipped her tea and nodded. “Very well, discussion first, then,” she said. “There are two matters of importance I want to bring up for today,” she said. “The first one pertains to Assignments, and the second one has to do with special abilities that I have uncovered in an ancient tome that has long since been hidden away. I wish to bestow the gifts of their knowledge on you, if you’ll have them,” she said. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. Sometimes it was a little hard to hate her. She doted on me like her prized pupil or her own child, but it was all to further her sick endgame. Still, I managed to say, “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    She grinned wickedly, “Oh yes, you are most welcome. Let’s start with the exciting part first.” 
 
    I only nodded, waiting for the details to spill out of her crooked mouth. A dusty tome bound in skin and bone appeared in her hand. “This is the Book of Infinite Evil,” she said. “One of the most legendary Necromantic tomes in existence in any adjacent universes. I endured much to obtain it, Mr. Elloway, so do not squander it.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. What the hell was with that name? Something told me this was not the kind of book you could find on Amazon. It was practically calling to me as she held it in front of my face, and I eagerly snatched it out of her hands. 
 
    “I can’t read this,” I quickly noted as I paged through it. 
 
    “No,” she conceded. “But Dahlia can. It is written in the language of the Void.” 
 
    My eyes bulged. “This is Void Magic? I don’t think I can use that,” I pointed out. That was more Dahlia’s forte. 
 
    She shook her head in the negative. “Not at all. It is classic Necromancy, but this knowledge was locked away in the Void for a long time, and the text only exists now in that dead language.” 
 
    “I never got the feeling that anything from the Void was intelligent enough to have a language,” I said, confused by the revelation, still thumbing idly through the pages. Strange, evil diagrams beyond description were on every page. 
 
    “Nothing from the Void possesses the intelligence for a written language,” she agreed, her lips twisting in a knowing smile. “But the Void was created by someone. This is their language.” She thumped the book with her knuckle to punctuate that point. 
 
    I shrugged. “Well, whatever. So you’re telling me Dahlia knows it?” 
 
    “She is connected enough to the Void to be able to learn it with some careful divination magic—which just so happens to be her specialty.” 
 
    “Lucky, that,” I chuckled giddily. “She is my soulmate, after all.” 
 
    The Headmistress squinted her crow-footed eyes in disgust. “In any case, the manner of secrets in that tome are numerous, but among them, I suspect, there is the secret of a sort of true resurrection of the soul.” 
 
    My eyes practically burst from my head. “True resurrection?” 
 
    “Of the soul,” she repeated, clarifying the extent of the spell for my overly eager ears. “A sentient trans-dimensional ghost, Liam. And many more secrets such as this await you therein, so waste no time.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised. “Now, what’s this about Assignments?” 
 
    Her lips turned downward in a frown. “Although I hate to let you go from my sight for too long,” she started, “I must, as your adviser, let you know that at this point in your career here at Esoterica, I think you and those you frequently work with are ready for a greater challenge—a longer, more rewarding mission.” 
 
    I gulped. “Sounds like you’re about to tell me something important.” 
 
    “I am. Most students don’t reach the level of power that you and your friends have for many years here, but since you joined, those around you, and especially you, have become incredibly formidable in record time—I really must say, I am impressed.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but beam with pride this time. “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “And so, I have informed Professor Whately and Professor Culler to send a selection of longer missions to you—those that could go on for days, weeks, or even months. On missions such as this, the potential for growth is immense. You will hone your magic, and by now, you must have noticed that the more you cast spells in the field, the more effective they become over time, even without boosting them through mana cultivation.” 
 
    I nodded. That much was obvious from experience. 
 
    “In addition, most of these missions have potent rewards—now, you got particularly lucky on that last mission with the Void Dragon. That sort of reward is rare, almost unthinkable for a duet mission,” she said. “But that level of reward is standard for longer assignments.” 
 
    “Standard?” I gasped in surprise. “Just how many students at Esoterica are cleared to do these long-term sorts of assignments?” 
 
    “Including you and your friends and courtesans? Fewer than twenty.” 
 
    “I see,” I whispered, trying to conceal my internal pride. “I’ll definitely look into it once I receive the mission briefs from Professor Whately.” 
 
    She nodded. “It will be good for you,” she added, though I sensed some disappointment in her voice. Clearly, she didn’t like the idea of being separated from me for an extended period of time, and my mind teemed with all of the possible reasons why. 
 
    Before I could ask or wonder much further, I felt her cold hand on my shoulder and the disintegration of our physical bodies as we were transported back into her office. We were scarcely there a moment before there was a knock at the door. 
 
    The Headmistress frowned. The doors swung open as she flicked her wrist. “Melody,” she said, not even looking, “Please come in—I’m afraid I forgot about your appointment.” 
 
    “F-forgot?!” a squeaky voice said. “I registered this time days ago,” she whimpered, not daring to complain openly—wise on her part. 
 
    I turned my head to see who the new arrival was. Standing in front of the door, in the light of the corridor now pouring into the room, stood a short and petite young woman who stood maybe five feet tall at most. She wore a silky blue dress that hugged her figure—the body of a dancer, I noted. She was frail-looking at first, but the longer my eyes stayed on her, the more I sensed muscular definition in her diminutive frame. She also had to be the most flat-chested girl I’d seen on campus, with perky little mounds instead of the hills and handfuls I was used to. 
 
    Her face was frankly adorable, her nose scrunched with irritation, and her eyebrows twitched with her disappointment as she saw me sitting across from the Headmistress. She was pretty, for sure, and feisty energy practically spilled off of her. Her strawberry blonde hair was tied up in a high ponytail that more prominently displayed the sharp, attractive features of her porcelain white. 
 
    And I had to admire her dress. The only part that wasn’t silky blue was the white lace at the horizontal lines where the fabric met her chest and upper thighs. The outfit was also deliciously short, exposing most of her legs. She wore no stockings that I could see, only matching blue high heels that still failed to elevate her to an average height. 
 
    “Melody, dear, would you mind returning later? We’re in the middle of an important discussion,” the Headmistress said, frowning at her. 
 
    “Is he the necromancer everyone’s talking about?” she growled, clenching her little fists. 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” I said with a wave. 
 
    “Fuck you, mister,” she said, making me recoil in confusion. “Fine. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Make it a few hours,” the Headmistress said with a polite smile, causing the girl to seethe under her breath even more. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I watched her go, and it wasn’t an unpleasant sight, despite her tiny size. She still had a woman’s body, with a delightful waist-to-hip ratio. Her dancer’s ass swayed as she stormed off feistily, making me simultaneously chuckle and ogle. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to introduce you two,” the Headmistress said. “Too bad, it seems now you’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.” She chuckled a bit as she sipped her tea. I took a sip of my own goblet of blood. 
 
    “She’ll come around. Why did you want me to meet her?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “To join your harem, of course,” she said matter-of-factly. The notion that my Headmistress was recruiting chicks for me to bang didn’t quite sit right with me. 
 
    “Oh,” I replied, unsure how to proceed with the conversation from there. 
 
    “Dahlia would agree—she has the right aura, and she is a powerful conjuration sorceress, with an excellent aptitude for illusion magic as well. She would fill a perfect niche within your party.” 
 
    “I see,” I responded evasively. “Anyway, what else do we need to talk about?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled eerily at the question. Her eyes seemed to glow in the candlelight. I shuddered at the predatory nature of the look she gave. “Now, we practice.” 
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   I  returned to my room almost two hours later, absolutely exhausted. It was already dark, practically the middle of the night. Not only were the exercises that I was made to endure grueling physically and mentally, but I had to constantly hide my true power from the Headmistress through it all. 
 
    Challenges and tests that should have been trivial were made needlessly difficult because I had to withhold the truth of my strength—but it was still useful practice. It was always a good idea to train the use of restraint and find creative solutions to problems that could otherwise be brute-forced. And I’d be lying if I said that the Headmistress didn’t still have a thing or two left to teach me—she was still my superior in just about every way. But that wouldn’t hold true forever. 
 
    There was a lot on my mind, so much that I couldn’t sleep, so I decided to test out one of my new powers to call upon the one girl who I knew would definitely be awake in the middle of the night. 
 
    I closed my eyes and imagined the alluring figure and gorgeous face of my beautiful dhampir, Carmilla. Whenever I pictured her, I still saw her in some variation of the slinky red dress that she wore the day I met her—in truth, her entire wardrobe was mostly made up of red and black skintight dresses, a basic look, but one you’d never see me complain about. I saw her fanged face in my mind and whispered to her. 
 
    “Carmilla, you up?” I sent my voice to her, broadcasting into her thoughts. This was the first time I’d used this power, having only unlocked it earlier in the day as I absorbed the mound of treasure from my mission with Dahlia. 
 
    Her voice pierced back into my mind. “Liam? Is that you? Holy shit-balls! How are you doing this?” 
 
    I smirked to myself. “You busy, babe?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m, uh, with Dahlia. She says you weren’t putting out, so it became my job.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “What do you want? You want to join us?” Her voice became eager with that suggestion. “Pretty please?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Hmmm…” 
 
    “Please! Come on!” 
 
    “Tell you what. You finish up, or whatever, then let’s go for a walk. There’s something I want to talk to you about. After that—” 
 
    “Say no more,” Carmilla whispered into my mind. “We’re on our way.” 
 
    I grinned. I lay in my bed, waiting for only a few minutes before a knock sounded at the door. I flicked my wrist and made the door fling open, and the rather disheveled vampire and celestial girl were standing there, their cheeks still reddened from whatever they’d been doing before they showed up. 
 
    “Hey, girls,” I said, standing up to greet them. 
 
    “You know, you don’t have to get up,” Carmilla said, lifting up her dress to reveal the fact that she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. My eyes bulged from the revelation, and I felt my heart drumming in my chest. 
 
    “You’ve got my attention,” I said. “But let’s get Memento and talk, first.” 
 
    Both girls sighed, but Dahlia dutifully turned around, walked across the hall, and knocked on the demonic-looking girl’s door. “Memento, honey, can you come over?” 
 
    “Coming!” her voice shouted back. Dahlia and Memento soon walked back into the room, Mimi wearing the least sexy outfit of the three of them in her unicorn pajama onesie. Still, on her, it somehow managed to look hot, as she had a tendency to neglect about half the buttons. 
 
    “What’s up, Daddy?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s go for a walk,” I grinned. 
 
    The decision to go for a walk was a calculated one—with the three of them in one room alone with me, it was only a matter of time before things got out of hand, and I had important matters to discuss. 
 
    “So, what’s up?” Carmilla pressed. “Why are we wasting precious time when we could be dirtying your sheets?” She attempted a wink, and it was almost acceptable. I was proud of her progress, but she still scrunched far too much of her face and had to squint her other eye to pull it off—still, credit where credit was due. Her infamously shitty winks would one day be a thing of the past, at this rate. 
 
    “The Headmistress told me today that we’ve been cleared for long missions,” I started. “Do you girls have any clue what those are?” 
 
    Memento shook her head, but Dahlia and Carmilla both nodded. It was Dahlia who spoke. “Yeah. That’s pretty big news. We’re pretty new—and young—for that kind of clearance. Especially you and Memento—you’ve only been here a few months!” 
 
    I grinned. “Yeah, the Headmistress said as much, too. Fewer than twenty people at the school have permission to go on these missions,” I continued, echoing what she’d told me. 
 
    Memento scrunched her nose, trying to make sense of it. “So, we get to go on longer missions? So what?” 
 
    “Longer missions are a big deal, Memento. For one thing, you tend to get way more loot,” Carmilla said. 
 
    “And for another thing, we’d be outside of the Headmistress’s surveillance and area of influence for longer periods of time. That could be beneficial,” Dahlia pointed out, though her eyes darted around with a paranoid look to say such a thing out loud. 
 
    I nodded slowly. “I had the exact same thought. Also, you generally improve your spells faster on longer missions because you’re constantly using them. At least, that’s how it was explained to me, and I’ve always felt that to be true.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Memento conceded. “Sounds tough, though. Short missions are already painful and hard most of the time.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s just an option,” I said. “I just wanted to run it by you. I’ve got some missions on their way to me. We can look over them when I get back from my assignment with Randy and Brian tomorrow if you’re interested.” My lips curled in slight distaste to say Randolph’s name aloud, still bearing him some resentment. 
 
    “Definitely interested,” Dahlia said, her thin but sexy lips grinning ambitiously. “If we want to improve quickly enough to deal with you-know-who when the time comes,” her eyes darted around conspiratorially again, “then it’s a given. We need these missions to push ourselves beyond our current limits.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I agree. Brian, Randolph, and Evelyn should come with us, too, if they’re willing.” 
 
    Carmilla frowned. “But then we can’t… you know.” She made a lewd gesture, her index finger on one hand repeatedly slamming into a loop she made with the pointer and thumb of her other. 
 
    “We’ll find opportunities,” I chuckled, eyeing her affectionately. “But it’s important everyone has a chance to benefit if we want this to work.” 
 
    We found ourselves just outside the standing stones when I suddenly heard a high-pitched, throaty voice that was still fresh in my mind from earlier. 
 
    “Hey, you! Punk-ass necro-dick!” I turned my head to see the petite beauty in the blue dress from earlier looking at me, holding a broadsword in front of her. “I challenge you to a duel!” 
 
    I sighed. “Hey, Melody. Why?” 
 
    She blushed. “None of your business.” 
 
    Dahlia studied her aura, and her eyes widened with excitement. “Ohh, honey, she is a promising one.” 
 
    “Not right now, she isn’t,” I groaned. 
 
    “Don’t ignore me!” the petite girl in the blue dress shouted back at us. “Do you accept or not?” 
 
    I thought about it. If I did accept, I’d have to hold back quite a bit. I couldn’t risk her going back to the Headmistress and blabbing about the degree of my powers. On the other hand, if I didn’t accept, that was just plain cowardly and rude. I did the math in my head, and although I didn’t like either option, I had to choose one. 
 
    “Tell you what,” I said confidently, “I will accept, on one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, lowering her broadsword slightly. 
 
    “Have dinner with me tomorrow night.” 
 
    She furrowed her well-sculpted eyebrows in faked disgust, blowing a stray lock of hair out of her face. “Sounds… nice, but you kind of look, umm, spoken for,” she noted, eyeing the gorgeous women in my company. 
 
    “He is,” Carmilla growled. 
 
    “Play nice, honey,” Dahlia cooed at her, patting her on the head. “This one has potential.” The last bit was a whisper. 
 
    “Not a date,” I said. “Just getting to know each other. I have a feeling as students of the Headmistress, we both have a lot in common.” 
 
    She scowled a bit, but then she seemed to size me up, looking me over from head to toe with an appraising eye. “Okay,” she said. “Fine. So you accept?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “What are the rules?” 
 
    “No killing. No minions.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” shouted Memento. “You might as well tell a conjurer no conjuration!” 
 
    I put up a hand to silence her. “It’s fine. I can agree to those terms. Where and when?” 
 
    “Right here and right now.” 
 
    I looked around at our surroundings. The standing stones were at my back. Ahead of me was a large green field that ended with the hill leading to the library. Big, open battlefield, without too many students around. Only a few nocturnals were out: lycanthropes, vampires, a few shadow fey, etc. Seemed safe enough. 
 
    “Alright, Dahlia will count us down from five. On zero, it begins. Girls, stay outside the dueling circle, got it?” 
 
    “Kick her ass!” Carmilla hissed. “Make her cry!” 
 
    “Yikes, bitch,” Melody said, glaring at the vampiress. “Way to be a mean girl.” 
 
    “Who’s the mean girl?” Carmilla rasped back, showing fangs. “You accosted us in the middle of a romantic walk and challenged him to a duel for no apparent reason!” 
 
    “Count us down, Dahlia,” I said, trying to break off the argument. 
 
    “Five…” 
 
    I tapped the ground with my foot, and a green flaming circle appeared around us, defining our arena. The sorceress across from me looked unimpressed. 
 
    “Four…” 
 
    She paced backward several steps, standing on the edge of the circle opposite my position. My girls all excused themselves from the inside of the circle and stood along the exterior of the battlefield. Carmilla was already pumping her fists excitedly. 
 
    “Three…” 
 
    I tapped the red ruby of my wand, and it extended into a staff. Melody held her sword out, and her eyes glowed icy blue as the broadsword she clutched in her hand took on the same eerie light. 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    My eyes fixed on her with unwavering confidence. She shot back a look to me that wasn’t nervous; her dominant emotion was fury. She was indeed a feisty one. 
 
    “One…” 
 
    I raised my staff, charging my first spell. She raised her sword, doing much the same. The strength that she emanated was surprisingly potent—easily my match when I was holding back. 
 
    “Zero!” 
 
    And it began. With a slash of her sword, she suddenly appeared right in front of me—unlucky placement for her, as a wall of bony spikes shot out from the ground where she stood, stabbing her in the legs and knocking her back, but she rolled over and flipped back up to her feet quickly enough before I even had time to decide on my next spell. 
 
    I cast Drain Life on her, but she caught the beam with her broadsword and attempted to use a Reflection hex to bring it back on me—fortunately for me, it simply canceled the spell, as I couldn’t possibly drain my own energy. Still, I found myself shaking off the effect, costing me precious time, and before I knew it, she was in my face again, conjuring a cage of iron that shot out of the ground and contained me. 
 
    I grabbed the iron bars, and she watched in shock as they withered into a pool of blood. “It’s even easier to convert conjured iron than the real thing,” I grinned. 
 
    “That’s not even that cool,” she lied, puffing a strawberry blonde lock out of her face as I licked a bit of blood from my palm. I heard Carmilla moaning behind me just before Melody launched forward with another attack, this time apparently trying to make physical contact with her blade. I leapt out of the way and cast a weakened Exploding Skull on her, hoping it’d be non-lethal. It struck her, knocking her to the ground, giving me a great view of a lot of exposed leg. I walked over to her as she apparently struggled to pick herself up. 
 
    “I think my leg is broken,” she groaned. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized, walking over to her position. “It’ll heal, though. Dahlia can help with that,” I said, offering my hand to her. “Come on, let me carry you over to her.” 
 
    She eyed me skeptically and took my hand. I wasn’t ready for what happened next—she pulled me toward her, rather than letting me help her to her feet, and I stumbled forward as she used her other hand to plunge her sword through my stomach. It came out the back of me, my eyes going wide in shock as blood formed in my throat. 
 
    “I didn’t forfeit,” she giggled evilly. “Fucking idiot.” 
 
    I heard the shrieking of my girls from behind me as the wound colored my clothes red. Without a word, I knew Dahlia had called the match off when suddenly a mass of writhing black tentacles appeared and restrained Melody, tugging at her extremities as though she intended to have her drawn and quartered. 
 
    “How did Void Things get here!?” she shrieked. “Help!” 
 
    “Dahlia, let her go!” I grunted, pulling the sword out of my stomach. My wound quickly started to close on its own. “I’m fine!” 
 
    “What the—?” Melody screamed, and then I heard a grotesque popping sound coming from her leg. 
 
    “Dahlia, I said stop!” I looked back at my soulmate and saw her hovering above the ground, suspended in a thick cloud of black mist. Her eyes had gone solid black, and her brow was creased with a rage I’d never seen in her before. “Dahlia!” I raised my hand, trying to rein her in by using the harem powers to calm her, but there was no response. 
 
    Lifting my wand, I summoned a dozen translucent emerald green spirits I’d stored away on another assignment and commanded them to bind her, but they practically evaporated once they made contact with her. She was too strong, too enraged, and they were just minor minions, hardly suited for someone at her level. 
 
    More screams from Melody, more popping sounds. I was running out of options. Would I have to harm my soulmate? What else could I do? I began charging another spell, my last hope— 
 
    —But finally, Carmilla inserted herself into the action and exploited Dahlia’s focus on both Melody and me, jumping up and bonking Dahlia on the head with the broadside of her dagger. She tumbled to the ground, stunned but not unconscious. The tentacles, thankfully, receded a bit as she regained some of her senses. Melody dropped to the ground with a squeak and a thud and was left to roll on the grass, clutching her leg as it slowly healed. Memento ran over to check on her, while Carmilla and I tried to keep Dahlia calm. 
 
    “Why did you hold back so much against Melody, Liam?” Memento said with angry tears in her eyes as Carmilla shook Dahlia back to full consciousness. “Why toy with her? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Toy with me?” Melody muttered in confusion as she clutched her badly wounded leg. “You… toyed with me?” 
 
    “Relax,” I said. “We’ve all had enough for tonight. I forfeit. You happy? Heal your damn leg up yourself and go. I have to tend to my own.” I tossed her sword at her feet. 
 
    I showed my back to her to crouch down and check on Dahlia, half-expecting to be impaled again, but it didn’t happen. “Dolly, sweety, are you alright?” 
 
    Glittering tears streamed down her face even as she continued to seethe in rage. She tried to speak but couldn’t form words. 
 
    “We have to work on your temper, hun,” Carmilla noted, biting her lip. “It shocked all of us, but that wound was hardly fatal for Liam. This… can’t keep happening.” 
 
    I knew what she was referring to but decided now was not the time for the serious talk we all needed to have. I just nodded, showing Dahlia the spot where I’d been run through. It was already sealed. “Look, I’m fine. Already healed. It’s fine.” 
 
    “She didn’t know you’d be fine,” Dahlia finally managed to say, her voice quivering with anger. “If you were an average student, that very well could have killed you.” 
 
    “I’m a student of the Headmistress. It’s safe to assume she knew I wasn’t average. Besides, that doesn’t matter,” I said, kissing her on the forehead, throwing my arms around her. She slumped forward and melted into my arms, sobbing. “It’s fine. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Hey, Liam,” I heard the haughty voice behind me say. I turned my head, showing a neutral expression. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tomorrow night doesn’t work for me. How about the day after?” she asked. 
 
    I smirked. “Sure. Find me in my room when you’re ready. 7-0-4.” 
 
    “Got it. Good fight,” she said. “Next time, I’ll get you fair and square.” Melody winked, flashed a toothy grin, and then flicked me off as she turned her back on us and walked in the direction of the dorms, her leg already apparently healed—though she was limping. 
 
    “You won’t meet her,” Dahlia commanded. Black tentacles idly poked out of the ground around us and flailed hungrily at the air. “I forbid it.” 
 
    I looked down at her seriously. “All due respect, honey, but that’s not your call at the end of the day.” She seemed surprised by my words, uttering a little gasp, but she didn’t protest. 
 
    “Besides, Dolly, you literally just said she has potential,” Memento pointed out, wiping her own tears of frustration away, her hands rubbing my wounds just to make sure they were really sealed. It stung a bit, but I let her do it, if only to make her feel better. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” she seethed, her eyes still fully black, even more tentacles appearing around us. 
 
    “I love you, Dahlia,” I started, “but I don’t need you to like it. If this is what is best for me, I’m going to do it. We need to get stronger, or we’ll all die, and I won’t sacrifice a single one of you.” 
 
    She frowned defeatedly at that, knowing I was right, her tentacles beginning to recede into the ground. “Okay.” 
 
    “Trust your own instincts, Dolly,” Carmilla cooed, stroking her hair. “Remember what happened with Memento? I was literally planning to kill her, and now we snuggle with each other on nights when Liam plays favorites with you.” 
 
    I almost gasped at that. “I don’t play favorites. I don’t even have a favorite! Do you really see me as such a deadbeat? There’s three of you and one of me! I do my best to have sex with at least one of you every day. Is that not enough?!” I was shouting now, visibly and audibly exasperated. Several people passing by flashed us weird looks. “Oh, screw off!” I yelled at them. They looked down at the ground and hurried away. “I really need to find a copy of Harem Management for Dummies one of these days.” 
 
    Dahlia’s powers flared once again, even more potently. Soon we were almost entirely concealed in an orb of writhing black tentacles that swarmed around us and hid us from the outside world. 
 
    “I’ll do as you say, of course,” she began, tears streaming down her face. “But do you love me?” Dahlia asked, her brow still tensed. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, almost wounded by the question. “Why would you even ask that?” 
 
    More black tentacles shout out of the ground, forming a thick cage around us. “Then take me—take us all—here and now. I need it, Liam. Seeing you run through like that was—I need you now, just to be myself again. Help me.” Her eyes were going black again. 
 
    I gulped, looking at the other two girls. Carmilla shrugged and pulled up her dress with mock shyness. Her pink slit was already dripping slightly. “You know I’m always ready,” she said. 
 
    I swallowed hard. A wall of Dahlia’s Void tentacles was completely concealing us for the moment. Although I was hidden, we were all outside, on the campus of a school full of sorcerers trained to fight these things, and I figured we only had so much time before teachers or students started paying attention, trying to dispel them, not knowing that a foursome of horny students was hidden at the center of it all. The clock was ticking, so this was going to have to be a ‘wham, bam, thank you ma’am’ scenario. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, cracking my knuckles. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-5 
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   I f this was an elaborately crafted plan to convince me to partake in public sex acts, it was a brilliant one, and I almost couldn’t even be mad about it. The situation certainly seemed desperate, and Dahlia’s urgency felt legitimate. I appraised my options with my keen, magically enhanced senses, still at their peak from having just withdrawn from combat. 
 
    My eyes turned first to Carmilla. I had maybe ten minutes to satisfy three women and I'd be damned if I wasn’t going to make the most mathematically sensible use of my time. She was wearing a dress with no panties… Easy access, low risk, trivial enough to dismount if time ran out and intruders made their way through the barrier of tentacles that Dahlia had put around us. She would be given the lowest priority because she would be the easiest to withdraw from in a hurry. 
 
    Second, there was Memento. She had changed into black denim shorts that hugged her awesome ass—a great, stylish choice, but it made her difficult to tackle in this predicament. Thankfully, slapping her ass while railing her from the back pretty much guaranteed a fast climax. She’d be second. 
 
    But Dahlia was the one who needed tending to and, thankfully, her outfit was also suitable for the situation we found ourselves in. She wore a white, diaphanous summer dress that went down to the middle of her thigh, and it had a long slit in the side. I leaned in and kissed her on the lips, feeling her wrap her arms around me. The electricity of her touch invigorated me, made me brave. I was ready for more. 
 
    My hands traced down her body comically fast, always aware of the element of time, and I lifted the bottom of her dress up and stole a look to better understand the logistical challenges her panties might offer. Mercifully, it was a white satin G-string. I sighed in relief as I peeled the fabric to the side, exposing her sopping slit to open air. Both of her lips quivered in anticipation as my finger tested her wetness. 
 
    Wasting no time herself, Dahlia fumbled for my pants, pulling them down past the beltline with sincere urgency as her unique eyes hungrily consumed me. Her hand found my liberated shaft and began pumping, then guiding it toward her womanhood with the same urgency that I felt. My tip teased her entrance, and the pleasure I felt just from that was already intense, so deep was our connection. 
 
    I grabbed the base of my cock and positioned it for insertion. “Be rough,” she said. “I want it hard, Liam.” 
 
    Fuck. I didn’t need to be told twice. I speared into her dripping sex and got straight to the task. The sound of her moans was probably only slightly masked by the tentacle barrier at this point, but I couldn’t worry about that. We’d come up with a believable lie, if necessary. 
 
    The pleasure was all-consuming, all-encompassing. The world around me quickly disappeared as the only thing I could focus on was the friction of our bodies colliding and the delightful expressions she made with each successive thrust of my hips. I got greedy, pulling down the strap of her dress to get a better look at her amazing tits, allowing a piece of me to enjoy it despite the urgency. Her breasts jiggled erotically with each thrust, and I took a nipple into my mouth, suckling on her as my cock continued its quest toward her climax. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself—I was already getting close, making this mission a total bust if I started blasting before I finished off even one of my three girls. “Shit,” I muttered. “Carmilla! Bite me!” 
 
    I suddenly became aware of my vampire girl out of the corner of my eye as I realized how fast things had escalated. She was fully naked—for some fucking reason—and wasted no time in descending upon the back of my neck, even as I made out with Dahlia. The pain of her bite helped me sober up, numbed some of the pleasure, and bought me at least a few more minutes of uninterrupted love-making. 
 
    Meanwhile, Dahlia was tumbling over the edge of her orgasm, biting down on my shoulder as I thrust into her and circled my tongue around her areola. I felt her warm, wet pussy gripping my cock tighter and tighter with each continued thrust, and her squeals and moans reached a point where ‘obnoxious’ would be an appropriate descriptor. Not that I didn’t love the sound, mind you—just that I was extremely sensitive about making the noise we were making in freaking public. 
 
    “I love you, Liam,” she moaned hoarsely, her voice quaking, her eyes glittering with sparkly tears. Those orbs had gone back to normal—they were now the classic midnight blue full of starlight that I adored so much, and with that epiphany, I couldn’t help but sigh in relief. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I whispered back, stopping my thrusting altogether when I was certain her climax had ended. However, I didn’t withdraw, not yet. I didn’t want to seem too eager to abandon her incredible pussy for one of the other girls. 
 
    “I’m so horngry,” Carmilla groaned in my ear, lapping at the bite mark in my neck, coming to my rescue. I could feel her diamond-hard little nipples rubbing against my back as she cleaned up all the blood she could with her well-trained tongue. “Mmm, my turn, baby.” 
 
    I almost sighed, but she was so close to me that I knew she’d hear it and might misinterpret it in the worst way. I only wanted to sigh because my plan was already going sideways. I just burned four full minutes on Dahlia, maybe more, and now Carmilla was completely naked. More than that, the tentacles were starting to recede now that Dahlia was back to normal, and—yep—I quickly verified with a sideways glance that Memento, too, was fully nude and loudly masturbating. 
 
    “Sweet God almighty, give me the gift of efficiency,” I whispered to no one in particular. I had planned Carmilla for last, but now that both her and Memento were baring their entire bodies for the whole world to see, once the tentacles were entirely dispelled, who really gave a shit? “Okay, let’s get started, babe.” 
 
    I withdrew from Dahlia’s amorous clutches and pulled Carmilla off of me, laying her face down in the grass, ass up. I knew her body well, so it took my cock no time to find her entrance—it was all muscle memory at this point. “Hope you’re in the mood for a rapid pounding,” I said. 
 
    “Do me however you—HOLY SHIT!” I interrupted her naively optimistic sentiment with a powerful insertion. Damn, her pussy felt like home. The sloppy friction I felt from my cock being massaged by the inner walls of her heavenly tunnels, it defied description. The emotional and spiritual connection I had to Dahlia was such that even a kiss drove me crazy, and that feeling was there with Carmilla and Memento to some extent, too, but I was so in sync with my sexy vampire girl on a sexual level that I was confident I could be in and out in a minute flat if I used every trick I knew. 
 
    And that’s exactly what I did. Getting her in the face-down, ass-up variant of doggy style was step one. Step two was thumbing her asshole while I savagely pounded her cunt. She’d take care of her own tits, and if I was lucky, one hand might even venture toward her clit. About ten seconds in, all those events unfolded, and we were firing on all cylinders. 
 
    A part of me felt grateful that she was naked, if only for the heavenly view that gave me as I continuously slammed into her from the back—her tight ass converging into her slim waist, the divots of the muscles on her sexy back, so pale and porcelain beneath the moonlight… incredible, unspeakable beauty. Even the sight of her raven-black hair spilling onto the grass was strangely sexy. 
 
    “Unholy Dracula!” she mewled into the dirt. “Ohhh fuck, Liam! This is…” she didn’t finish the thought, at least not with words. Her body was already quaking in the overture to her orgasm. The way her pussy was clutching me was unmistakable. Confirming this, she gave a loud screamed, her voice thankfully muffled as she planted her face in the grass and bit down on a clump of it in desperation like a horny little sheep. 
 
    I pulled my cock out of her dripping pussy and planted a hot kiss on the back of her neck. “Duty calls,” I said. “Get dressed, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    She giggled mischievously just before collapsing on the earth. 
 
    “Memento, you ready?” I asked, looking over at her, suddenly aghast at what I saw. Dahlia, ever the team player, was killing time by using her Void-magic enchanted tongue to pleasure my goth demoness. “Holy shit.” 
 
    The inky black licker filled both her pussy, pulsating and writhing inside her. Memento looked like she was having a fucking blast. Her eyes were half-crossed, and her mouth hung open, though no sound came out—just a look of captive helplessness as she forsook the world for the pleasure she was feeling. 
 
    Dahlia pulled her mouth of Memento’s sex for a brief second to address me. “I’ve got this one; you can owe her later. Time’s running out,” She said with a wink as Memento’s body quivered and quaked, spasming from the waist down as I knew she, too, had been fulfilled. I was suddenly glad I wasn’t the only one paying attention to time. 
 
    “What the hell is going on over there?!” I heard a man’s voice yell. 
 
    Shit. I tried to peer through some of the tentacles to see who was coming but couldn’t quite get a visual. “How much longer can you hold them?” I asked, turning to Dahlia, who was withdrawing a finger from Memento’s pink asshole as the half-demon whimpered weakly. 
 
    “At least you didn’t fuck the Asian girl with a tentacle,” Memento moaned through her ongoing climax, “You had me worried for a second.” The goth girl giggled and took a heavy breath as Dahlia stroked her hair, giving her a moment for the intensity to subside. Meanwhile, I was looking around frantically for Memento’s clothes. 
 
    “I’m sure you would have had fun either way,” Dahlia pointed out, turning to me. “As for how long I can keep the tentacle barrier up, that depends on—” 
 
    She was interrupted by a loud blast that shook the ring of tendrils around us. A mass of the Void appendages twitched and vanished into mist. From a certain angle, we would soon be visible in all our glory to whoever was outside. 
 
    “Get dressed!” I barked at them. “Time is up!” 
 
    Carmilla stretched and threw her dress back on at a pace that could be best described as ‘inappropriately leisurely’ given the circumstances, but Memento put her shorts and top on with an urgency that my throbbing heart appreciated, tossing her panties into Dahlia’s bag to save extra time. 
 
    Another concussive blast hit the wall of tentacles, and Dahlia lost her focus—they were all dismissed. I looked around frantically to make sure my girls were all decent. I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “What the hell was going on over there?” an older man, maybe a professor, yelled. “How was there a breach of Void Things outside the library?!” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness!” Carmilla shouted as she threw open her arms in an unbelievably awful attempt at acting. “You saved us from the monsters!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Yep, that sounds like Car-Car,” Randolph groaned through a throaty chuckle. There was that cocky tone of his again, trying hard to be cool. 
 
    Randolph and I had been through some shit. On the one hand, he was undeniably a good mission partner, and Brian and Evelyn continually vouched for him. Still, after his utter betrayal of me to the Headmistress, despite everything I’d said, there was always a part of me ready to lash out at him. I kept that part buried as much as possible, but whenever he took a certain tone, it ate at me. 
 
    I wondered how little of that buried resentment he’d noticed over the last three months. Immediately after the Headmistress’s absolute crushing of us, I said in no uncertain terms that I forgave Randolph because “nothing mattered.” I had spoken too soon. When I had some distance, I realized that what I’d said wasn’t entirely true. Things did matter. Dahlia mattered. Carmilla, Memento, Brian, and Evelyn mattered. They were my new family, or the closest thing I had to one. And somehow, Randolph was part of that family, too. 
 
    I knew that he saved my girls’ lives, and that was why I could tolerate him. I knew that telling the Headmistress curried enough favor that she was willing to let us off with a warning, rather than killing everyone but me. I knew this, but still—he admitted an element of pettiness to his motivation, and that… fucking stung. I had trusted him. 
 
    If he knew I still harbored these feelings, he never let on. I suppose he’d be an idiot not to expect it, and he was no idiot. He was a lot of things, but dumb wasn’t one of them. I banished the thought for now. 
 
    “Anyway, so that’s why I’m running late,” I sighed, hoping the explanation would be good enough to placate them—especially Brian. After the more stimulating events of the previous night had unfolded, I was still followed back to my room by three cuddlesome women who demanded my attention until the wee hours of the morning. I had almost forgotten that I had a three-man assignment scheduled with Brian and Randy that same day. 
 
    “Well, I need a fucking shower after listening to that story,” Brian said, “but we’re good, mate. Least I can do is forgive you for getting laid, seeing as you got me this badass new arm.” He admired his new limb, holding it up to a ray of sunlight. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you love your new arm,” Randolph said. “Say, Liam, what’s stopping us from cutting off all our arms and legs and getting Memento to hook us all up?” 
 
    I shrugged. I spitefully wanted to pretend he was asking a dumb question, but it was honestly damn fair. “Only thing I know is that it took her months to gather all the stuff for one arm. I think it’s theoretically possible, but—” 
 
    “—Maybe more trouble than it’s worth?” Brian interrupted. “Believe me. It’s not. This thing is sick.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh. “Fair enough. Let’s put forced amputations and limb transplants on the agenda for August, then.” 
 
    “It does lack some sensation,” Brian noted, his lips curling tightly against his face in an expression just north of a frown. “That’s the only drawback. Tactile feedback. But other than that, it’s pretty damn handy.” 
 
    “Handy? You know what Car-Car would say to that,” Randolph grinned, looking right over to me. 
 
    “Pun intended?” I said in my best impression of the vampiress. 
 
    “She’s a sucker for puns,” Randolph grinned. 
 
    “And for blood,” I said. The two of them both groaned. “Oh, come on,” I replied defensively. “That was a good one. Carri would have loved it.” 
 
    “She’s easy to please,” Randolph pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe from your perspective,” I grunted, my eyes taking on a far-off look as I almost shuddered from how demanding she had been the previous night. 
 
    I looked over the edge of the cliff. Randolph and Brian were setting up their gear and applying whatever enchantments they thought would be useful for the mission at hand. Randolph and I dismissed our spell focuses—where we were going, a wand and a sword, for example, would be damn suspicious to be seen on our persons. Brian could now use his own magical arm as a focus, he explained, making me even more tempted to hack off my own limbs for the upgrade. 
 
    We were all at the point where the gains made from absorbing loot were offering diminishing returns—even in my case, even with my powers. Now that I thought about it, it made perfect sense why we were being promoted to long-term missions. There was only so much we could possibly get from these shorter assignments from now on. 
 
    The swirling sky of Esoterica’s alien plane of existence hung overhead, but in the vista below where the cliff dropped off, there were jagged silvery rocks and thick, green waves. 
 
    “We should go swimming one of these days,” I said, pointing out at the nasty liquid that teemed beneath us. 
 
    “I knew a girl who tried that,” Randolph said. “The ocean turned into a monster and ate her.” 
 
    “Cool, so no swimming,” I nodded. “You ready to break the crystal?” 
 
    “Brian’s got it,” Randolph nodded. 
 
    “No, you’ve got it,” Brian countered, blinking. 
 
    Randolph squinted anxiously, reaching into the breast pocket of his armored shirt. “Oh, yeah,” he said, sighing with relief. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You alright, Randy?” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “You weren’t the only one up late catching the train to Pleasureville.” 
 
    “You and Evelyn?” Brian guessed, eyes wide. 
 
    “Yep,” he nodded, smiling with obvious pride. 
 
    I did not see that coming. “Wow,” I said. “Congrats, I guess!” 
 
    “You’re goddamn right,” he growled triumphantly. “I’ve been trying to charm her since my first day here.” 
 
    “We will definitely talk about this later,” I said with vicarious excitement for him in spite of everything. Evelyn was a catch. “But for now, let’s start the assignment before it gets too late.” 
 
    Without another word, Randolph grinned and pulled the crystal from his pocket, crumbling it in his hands and sprinkling it off the side of the cliff. I watched as the tear in reality that was our mission portal appeared. 
 
    “Ladies and necromancers first,” Randolph bowed. 
 
    “Screw you, too,” I laughed and dove off the edge, falling into the portal that awaited me below. Being angry at him was work, sometimes, and once missions started, I’d learned to put those feelings aside. When we were out there, on the field, none of that drama mattered. Nothing mattered but the mission. 
 
    Less than a minute later, the three of us were safely on the other side. The planet we found ourselves on looked fairly similar to my own native Earth, but an unusually large and gibbous white moon hung eerily overhead. A cloudy sky that was all blues and purples set quite the tone, painting the world we stood on in dazzling twilight. Off in the distance, just on the edge of the horizon, there was a humble-looking fishing village—our destination. 
 
    This was a weird mission. It required us to be discreet and anonymous. Not quite a stealth mission, as we certainly wanted to be noticed, but we weren’t going in there with wands and swords and homonculoid arms out, hurling spells at the word “go.” Randolph handed me a ring and gave me a similar one to Brian. The three of us put the rings on our fingers. 
 
    “Rings of Waterbreathing,” he reminded us. “Probably going to come in handy.” 
 
    I nodded, and Brian grunted. “Do we need to worry about language issues?” I asked. 
 
    Randolph shook his head. “Most mission crystals come with a charm that makes that not an issue, at least for spoken languages. We should be clear to communicate with the locals.” 
 
    We trudged toward the diminishing horizon. 
 
    An hour later, we’d arrived at the gates of the town by way of a humble dirt road. Somewhere along the way, I had that feeling you get when you realize you left your front door wide open just after leaving for a month-long vacation. 
 
    I should have set up protections for Melody. Fuck. Memento was right about Dahlia. She’s still my soulmate, and I love her… but I need to rein her in. 
 
    There was no sense dwelling on it now. I was a universe away, with no way to reach out. I just had to hope for the best. 
 
    Soon we arrived. The man attending the city’s gate in a dilapidated security booth had a most peculiar look. His eyes were oddly bulbous, his pupils vaguely piscine. His discolored skin smacked of scurvy or some other affliction, and he had rashes appearing on either side of his neck in exactly the same place. His fat lips protruded in a fishy manner. 
 
    “Welcome to Dunsmouth,” he croaked at us. 
 
    “Thanks, mister—” 
 
    “Sargento,” he said. “Jake Sargento.” He eyed us curiously. “What brings you to town? Not a lot of visitors here these days.” 
 
    I noticed that the man’s garb and the architecture of the town ahead of us weren’t that unlike what you might find in the slummy part of town in a Depression Era port city. It was fascinating to me how similarities to my own Earth seemed to pop up in each universe I visited. 
 
    “We’re just passing through,” Randolph said, looking around. “On our way to Kingside. Have any recommendations for lodgings for the night?” 
 
    “The Baited Hook,” he said, refusing to break his intense gaze. “Three blocks down Main Street, and take a right onto Gold Street.” He practically croaked the words, coughing wetly on their completion. His face twisted into a creepy smile as he pointed in the general direction we were meant to be headed. 
 
    “Thank you,” I acknowledged him with a polite nod, and we passed through Main Street into the city. The man was friendly enough, but I felt his stare on us for half a block at least, and it gave me the creeps and shudders as we slipped into the town that smelled only of fish, rust, and a salty sea. 
 
    The tin and plywood houses were densely packed along narrow streets. The town was in a constant state of decay, from what I could see, as though someone was simply letting it deteriorate and paying absolutely no mind to its upkeep. Potholes littered the roads, and all plant life was dried up and neglected. Houses were everywhere, but we only saw a handful of people walking around, and those that did see us seemed to view us with intense suspicion—or worse. 
 
    “What is up with this place?” I asked. 
 
    “Deep Ones,” Randolph answered. 
 
    The dots connected in my head in real-time. “Oh, damn,” I said. I’d never encountered them before, but I was familiar with the concept. Seaside people in a pact to some undersea deity. They traded their humanity for gold and immortality as uncanny fish people. Anyone left on the land was still in transition. 
 
    “That’s why there are so few people here,” Brian noted. “And why the town looks like this.” He was gesturing at a particularly rundown shack that seemed as though it were about to fall down any minute now. 
 
    We found the simple inn that Sargento had recommended to us, The Baited Hook. It was a ramshackle two-story structure in want of maintenance, like everywhere else in Dunsmouth. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” I asked, eyebrow raised. “We don’t have their money.” 
 
    Randolph sighed. “Since we don’t actually know in advance what their money looks like, conjuration won’t work. The reason we could even take this mission is because I have this,” he said, now holding up a nondescript silver coin. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, reaching out for it, only to have my hand swatted down. 
 
    “The Universal Coin,” Brian said in awe. “Are we really wasting that on this mission?” 
 
    “It’s not a waste if we succeed,” Randolph said. “There’s supposed to be some kind of cache of magical and alchemical ingredients at the end of the quest. And tons of gold and magical gems, too. I figured they could come in handy, especially for Memento and Carmilla.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, surprised that he was thinking so charitably toward my ladies. 
 
    “Well, Memento is always in need of stuff for her mad scientist bullshit,” he said. “She will be able to break down and use a lot of these things.” 
 
    I nodded. “And Carmilla?” 
 
    “Well, you’re working on her birthday present, right?” he asked. 
 
    My eyes lit up, realizing where his head was at. “Oh, yeah, of course,” I said. “I’m only missing a few things.” 
 
    “Smart money is that at least a few of these things will ding the remaining items on your shopping list,” he explained. I nodded. That was huge if true, but it seemed unlikely. The spell we were prepping required a lot of very specific things—still, Randolph, for all his flaws, wasn’t likely to blow smoke up my ass over nothing. 
 
    We walked through the door, still making conversation, albeit more quietly. “And how about you?” I asked. “Surely you’re not only in it to help the girls?” 
 
    “Can’t I be charitable without an agenda?” Randolph complained, pouting at me jokingly. 
 
    “No,” Brian laughed. “No, you can’t.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve taken up item enchanting,” he said. “So, yes, this mission will be useful for all of us.” 
 
    “What about me?” Brian asked. “How do I benefit?” 
 
    “Maybe Memento can further supe up that arm of yours,” Randolph suggested. 
 
    “I’m on this damn mission for a maybe?” he groaned. “This better be worth it.” 
 
    Randolph shrugged. “You two should have read the brief.” 
 
    I shot him a look. “You should have remembered to show it to us in advance.” 
 
    An older man at the front desk of the hotel cleared his throat, making a rather disgusting sound, like a frog getting ready to hack up a lung. “May I help you?” His eyes bulged similarly to Sargento’s, and he wore a conspicuous scarf over his neck—which I noticed he’d put on the moment he saw us walk through the door. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, a friendly expression veiling my suspicion. “We need a room for the night.” 
 
    “Of course,” he nodded, leering at us, clearly on edge to see foreigners in his establishment—a curious response for an innkeeper to have toward patrons. “That will be one hundred dimaris.” He held a palm open, his fingers wiggling eagerly to receive the money. Randolph sighed and handed over his coin, which the man received without question. 
 
    “Everything seems in order,” he said, inspecting it carefully and placing it back in his till, which closed with a ding and a click. He reached to the wall behind him where five keys were hung and seemed to choose one randomly. “Ah here, you are,” he said, handing us a key that said ‘2B.’ “That’s upstairs, first room on the left.” 
 
    We thanked him and walked toward the stairs. The whole place stank of musty wood and fish, making me gag a few times, even on the short walk over to the stairwell. Moldy red carpets and tacky pink and yellow spotted wallpaper that peeled at the corners—these features only enhanced the poverty-stricken atmosphere of the establishment. 
 
    We walked up the creaking, cracking stairs with caution, taking each step slowly and carefully, and to our relief, they did not collapse all at once, but it was a bit touch-and-go for a moment there. We headed to our room, the first on the left, just as the man at the desk had said. The room number hung over the door on a faded wooden plaque. 
 
    Unlocking the entrance, we pushed it open and peered inside. The room smelled a bit better than the hallway and lobby of the inn and felt more like a hotel than I had originally imagined it might. 
 
    I walked inside first, Randolph and Brian at my back, and took in the sight of the dismally decorated interior of the room. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I said. “Look at this place.” 
 
    The ceiling and floors were essentially the same as the rest of the hotel, but paintings of fishy-looking people adorned the walls, including one that looked to be the relative of the man at the front desk. And when I say ‘fishy,’ I mean in the zoological sense, not the idiomatic sense. 
 
    Brian and Randolph reluctantly followed behind me. “Well,” Brian said. “I’ve stayed in worse places.” 
 
    “True,” Randolph nodded. “Remember that time we camped in the demon whale thingy’s stomach for, like, three days?” 
 
    Brian nodded. “Honestly, I think I preferred that to this,” he said, gesturing at the painting on the wall. 
 
    The man in the painting had a rather strange haircut, kind of like an old friar, with a bald spot in the center of an otherwise full head of hair. His face was thickly bearded, but his piscine eyes bulged grotesquely, and his nose was receding into his head, looking like it was slowly giving up on the entire idea of being a nose. 
 
    “That’s one ugly son of a bitch,” I noted with a shudder. 
 
    “Can we turn the painting around?” Brian asked. “I don’t feel particularly great sleeping with that dude watching us.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Randolph said, hopping on the bed, which promptly collapsed one of its legs, causing one side of the frame to drop to the floor and Randolph to end up accidentally tearing the painting off the wall far more roughly than he intended as he tumbled to the ground. 
 
    “You okay, Randy?” I chuckled. Of course he was, but I enjoyed every chance I had to tease him. I’d seen the dude survive aliens of the Void launching explosive Void Bolts into his face. We’d gone on a dozen missions more dangerous than this one—or so I thought. 
 
    “I’m fine, but don’t you all rush to help me up at once, or it’ll be chaos in here,” he snidely remarked as Brian ignored him and pointed at the wall where the painting had been. 
 
    “How’s that for creepy?” he said, pointing to two holes poked in the wall exactly where the eyes of the painting had been. 
 
    I sighed. “I can handle monsters with hundreds of tentacles—” 
 
    “—Like your girlfriend, for example,” Randolph interrupted, quite pleased with himself judging by the dumb look on his face. 
 
    I ignored him and pressed on, “But creepy fish people are a new one for me.” I shuddered a bit at the thought that someone might be watching us at that exact moment. 
 
    “We’ll take a rest and wait for the events to unfold as it says in the mission brief,” Randolph said. “Just hang tight. I’ll fill you in on the rest of the mission details before we sleep. No one here is a real threat to us, so relax.” 
 
    I nodded, though I was suddenly slightly unconvinced. Something felt off. “I hope you’re right, bud. I really do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-6 
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   I  awoke in the middle of the night with a heavy palm resting atop my chest, stirring me awake. Brian’s dark eyes bore into mine wordlessly. For a moment, my face showed my confusion at his rustling me awake until I heard the sounds. 
 
    Feet belonging to many heavy-booted men shuffled in the musty wooden hallway outside our door. A few voices could be heard whispering in a tongue that sounded oddly like the one I spoke when I needed to cast a spell, but this wasn’t unexpected. In fact, it was quite the opposite. It’s why we were here to begin with.  
 
    I nodded at Brian silently as I stared back into his eyes. Then I looked over to Randolph. He was sitting in the armchair in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Showtime,” he muttered with a wavering smile, looking probably as anxious as I felt. 
 
    The door swung open, and a dozen or so of the creepy piscine townspeople poured into the room, holding wands and staffs carved from cheap driftwood but oddly socketed with gold and jewels beyond imagining. I couldn’t help but smirk as I noted that we were, indeed, in the right place. 
 
    “Can we help you?” I asked, pretending to be surprised, sitting up suddenly in bed at the sight of the strange men. 
 
    The men wore fishing boots and tattered gray robes that obscured their ugly faces, but I could make out the features of several of them, including the two we’d interacted with—Sargento and the man at the front desk. 
 
    “Stand up and come with us,” the tallest of them slurred in a deep, gurgly voice. 
 
    I looked at Randolph and Brian, following their lead. Randolph nodded at me, and we stood and held up our hands. 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble,” Randolph lied. “We’re just passing through. Did we do something to offend you?” 
 
    “Shut up,” one of them said, fixing weighty iron handcuffs to each of our wrists. I almost smiled at the silly notion that such things could hold us. These men had no idea who or what we were. 
 
    We were escorted in rusty shackles out of the inn and into the streets outside. More robed figures, both male and female, waited outside the doors in the streets in front of the establishment. I couldn’t help but shudder at the multitude—it must have been the whole town, or at least what was left of it. Hundreds of cultists were there, waiting to receive us, but the huddled masses stood in stark silence. The only sound to be heard was the burning of torches, though many carried lanterns instead. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on here?!” Randolph shouted, a bit unconvincingly, but if the people in the crowd noticed his bad acting, they didn’t seem to pay it any mind. 
 
    “Silence,” the tallest of them croaked at us. 
 
    The crowd before us parted—the sight was surreal, as the movement of the torches was noticeable before the movement of the bodies carrying them. A pathway was made for us, and we allowed ourselves to be led through the throng as Dunsmouth citizens lined the streets and followed alongside us. We were prodded several times by the men who had chained us and kidnapped us from our rooms, trying to get us to keep pace with the eager crowd. 
 
    I nervously drank in the sights of the entire town as we walked ever closer to the district that I realized was the shipping docks. Every block of the town was run-down and derelict, but those closest to the sea were certainly better attended than the rest of the town—it was as if the inhabitants of this place wanted to be as close to the ocean as they possibly could. 
 
    We were ultimately led to a dock with a canoe in it. The people of Dunsmouth lined the coast where the ocean met the land. Some of them waded in the water, a few of them even swimming out into it. Wordlessly we were loaded into two canoes—Brian and Randolph in one, with one of the cultists at its head, and me in the other, with one cultist in front and behind me. 
 
    “Row,” a man said to us and pointed to a light in the distance that seemed to hover over the sea. “To there.” 
 
    I gulped. “Why should we?” I asked, figuring that it was good to protest a little bit, just so we didn’t seem too eager. 
 
    “Because you’ll die here and now if you don’t,” the man said, pulling a handgun out of his cloak. 
 
    That got my attention, and it certainly made it easier to get in character and follow the instructions. I looked over at Randolph and Brian, whose eyes were also showing their alarm at the sight of the firearm. 
 
    We started rowing out into the dark waters. I looked at the man in front of me as we broke away from the docks. The crowd was chanting something terrible and blasphemous behind us, their torches and lanterns thrust into the air as the sound of their voices called out to something in the distance. 
 
    We rowed toward that dim yellow light on the water. I snuck a look at the man behind me. His hands barely resembled human hands at all. They were webbed, and beneath his cloak, a face more fish than man was visible. Where I noticed Sargento had rashes on his neck earlier, this man had gills. I nodded to myself, silently understanding their plan. 
 
    The light was now maybe only a hundred yards away, if that, and it was huge but dim, appearing to be some kind of buoy or beacon that floated atop the water. As we rowed ever closer, I began to notice the water swirling around it, as though many human-sized creatures were swimming in circles just below the visible surface of the sea. 
 
    I looked over to Randolph, waiting for some kind of sign that it was time to go buck wild. He stared straight ahead, but I could sense he saw what I saw. It would only be a matter of moments now. 
 
    I heard the sound of wings fluttering overhead and looked up—a crow and a dove. Bosco and Raven, my partners’ familiars, were circling above, likely relaying messages to their masters. I gritted my teeth as one of the boatmen took notice of them, pointing up and looking at his ally in my boat. Just then, Randolph and Brian looked at me, their eyes glowing, and they nodded in unison. I grinned back. 
 
    Brian extended a hand toward the sky, and Raven, his crow, screeched in such an ungodly tone that all the boatmen dropped their guns and put their hands to their ears, howling in discomfort and confusion. They abandoned the boats and jumped into the water to get away from the sound—the fishy bastards were probably grateful for the excuse to submerge. 
 
    But they didn’t know about our rings. The three of us followed suit, diving into the depths as well. Their guns wouldn’t work nearly as well underwater, so their one advantage was now defeated.  
 
    My eyes lit up, and I could see clearly in the dark, murky waters hundreds of feet ahead of me. My neck grew gills, and my hands and feet became webbed. I abandoned my boots, letting them sink into the depths below, and rushed forward to be closer to my partners—but not too close. 
 
    I could see, now, thousands of fish-people—Deep Ones—swimming around the lit buoy in a swirling pillar like a school of hideous fish forming a column in the water. I watched as the men who broke from our boat stripped their robes and joined the formation ahead, no doubt delivering some message to their cohorts about what had just transpired. 
 
    Sure enough, the pillar broke as dozens of the Deep Ones split from their formation and started making their way toward the boats. Their hideous fishy faces were no doubt surprised and befuddled to find us in the water, with webbed feet and gills like them. They stopped for a moment to appraise us, but then rushed forward, determining, probably, that whatever we were, we weren’t one of them. 
 
    One of the Deep Ones extended a clawed hand from about one hundred feet away from us and fired a beam of energy through the water toward us. Randolph was the target of the attack, and he managed to swim out of the way just in time. He summoned his rapier and it appeared in his hand, pointing it for a counterattack. His own beam of green energy lit the water before colliding with the one that had attacked him, causing it to explode in a mess of gunk: one down, thousands to go. 
 
    The battle was messy and chaotic at first, and we found ourselves on the defensive early on. The Deep One army quickly surrounded us, still the faster swimmers despite our rings and enhancements. But surrounding us was their fatal error because Randolph’s specialty was a charged nova spell, a strong evocation that emitted an orb of elemental power from his body that exploded outward in all directions.  
 
    Brian and I knew how to pass through it, but the Deep Ones were not gifted with this prior knowledge, and they perished by the hundreds with that single spell. I looked at Randolph, wanting to make eye contact to congratulate him, but instead was greeted with the sight of him floating in place, his eyes closed, his body slowly sinking. The spell had been too much. Maybe his own electrical energy shocked him into unconsciousness. 
 
    Brian reached him first, grabbing him and shaking him awake. He snapped back to consciousness and shook his head, trying to regain his composure. The remainder of the Deep Ones were swimming downward into the abyss, deeper even than what we could see with our magically enhanced eyes. We had won the fight—at least, for now. 
 
    I gestured toward the surface, and the other two nodded. We swam up, poking our heads out of the water. 
 
    “What’s next?” I asked, eyeing the glowing buoy out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    Randolph grinned, “Now comes the rough part,” he said. 
 
    “We crack open the buoy?” I asked. 
 
    “What? No,” he said. “That’s just the altar where they were going to sacrifice us. We need to defeat an Avatar of Dagon.” 
 
    Brian and I traded confused expressions. “What’s that? Do we have to summon it?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, we already did,” Randolph grinned, but then his face went serious. “We’d better get back underwater.” 
 
    I obeyed, shrugging, figuring that Randolph knew what he was talking about. Sure enough, as I started swimming into the depths again, I saw two more lights at the bottom of the abyss. They were growing by the second, coming closer and closer, emerging slowly from the black depths until I realized at last what they were—two crimson, fish-like eyes, each the size of one of us. They glowed ferociously as they charged forward, and the closer they got, the more they illuminated the rest of the monster. 
 
    This thing was vaguely human-like in its appearance, with two arms and two legs, but its skin was rough and scaly, its hands and feet were webbed, its mouth was like that of a piranha, and it had enormous fins on its back. The thing was practically kaiju-sized. I shot Randolph a nasty look. He just shrugged, pointing to the dead Deep Ones all around us. 
 
    I knew what he was asking instantly, and I internally scolded myself for not acting sooner. With my wand extended, all the bodies of the hundreds of undersea people suddenly stirred before their skeletons ripped out of their bodies and they looked to me as their master. Their eyes glowed a cold blue, and there were so many of them that the blue light even helped our visibility to some extent. 
 
    I commanded my minions to attack, and they obeyed unflinchingly, charging their own god in blind obedience. I looked to Brian and Randolph, hoping to see them taking their own actions, but for the moment they just stood and watched as my minions swam to fight the Avatar of Dagon. 
 
    Now the fish god was clearly visible, and it swatted once with its enormous arm, taking out a dozen of my creations. I cringed a bit at the ease with which it dispatched them, but I wasn’t surprised. I decided to join the fray, albeit from a distance, and hoped that Brian and Randolph would back me up. 
 
    Swimming toward the battle, I extended my wand again, casting Drain Life on the target. A sickly beam of green energy extended from the Avatar to me, and I felt its power funneling into my own soul—a temporary boost, but it would be necessary to take every advantage to win a fight like this. 
 
    Brian launched forward courageously and shot a ball of flame out from his new arm that magically barreled through the water, defiant of physics. The blast tore through a few of my minions but made purchase into the chest of the giant monster, leaving a visible burn mark on its body and causing it to roar shrilly. The high-pitched underwater sound was indescribably grotesque and unpleasant, like the gurgling cry of a wounded whale. 
 
    Randolph came in next, swiping his sword in the water as a few dozen small magical missiles streamed outward and landed in the face of the monstrosity like torpedoes, each exploding. 
 
    By this point, we had Dagon’s undivided attention, and he pushed through the horde of former followers toward us. His movements were sluggish, though, from the effect of my Drain Life spell, and perhaps, for this reason, he targeted me first. 
 
    The god swatted at me, hitting me with so much force that I immediately felt bones shattering as I flew down toward the gaping abyss with surprising velocity, at least before drag slowed me down enough to recover. 
 
    Meanwhile, the battle raged on above me, but I couldn’t make out what was happening, distracted by my pain and the speed of my disorienting descent. All I could make out was the sound of explosions and bright lights. Soon I felt several clammy, scaly hands grab me by the shoulders and continue to pull me under. 
 
    I channeled my magic as urgently as I could, feeling bones heal and pop back into place, but it drained me to recover so quickly. I turned my head to look over my shoulder and face my assaulters, three more Deep Ones, and a growing multitude behind them that seemed to hang back cautiously. 
 
    My eyes lit up, and I pointed my wand at one of their heads—at point-blank range, I could do some serious damage very easily. His scales started rotting and peeling off his face, and soon his head was a goopy skull. After just a few moments, his skeleton tore itself out of the remainder of its flesh and switched sides, turning on his brothers. 
 
    A minute later, I was charging back up toward the raging battle with a few dozen more skeletons. As I got closer, I noticed the taste of fresh blood in the water—the blood of a god.  
 
    Most of my previous minions had died in the fight already, and I knew the fate of these new combatants wouldn’t differ much. Still, I flung them at Dagon as I hurled my old favorite Exploding Skull spell with reckless abandon, watching with glee as it made impact after impact. 
 
    Bone Spear, Exploding Skull from me, while Brian and Randolph flung magic missiles, fireballs, and beams of searing light. The two of them had avoided taking any major hits, proving to be better swimmers than I was, but in the end, the last hit went to me. 
 
    As I sensed Dagon low on power, I flared up a Death Ray, a powerful spell that could kill instantly provided the creature was distracted or disoriented enough, or simply weak enough, to succumb. I watched as the purple beam collided with the heart of the monster, and as it jerked its head to look at me, I felt it stare into my soul. 
 
    “You’ve altered nothing,” a deep, horrible voice said psychically in its dying moments. “This world belongs only to Cthulhu and Dagon. I shall be reborn from the stars in due time, and my children will consume creation as the sea rises and claims the land. Even while I rest, Mother Hydra will continue in my stead.” My mind reeled to perceive the words of a god, a headache like I’d never experienced before. 
 
    I returned a psychic message to it, exploiting the fleeting link it had created between us. “Have fun. Not my problem.” As the red light faded from the god’s eyes, and his skin rotted rapidly from his bones, I felt his confusion wash over me in waves of heat and madness that left me shivering and rattled, but it made me chuckle later to think we had left a cosmic god dumbfounded—even if it was just the avatar of one. 
 
    As his body gave way to a wasted heap that floated to the surface, his deathly essence encircled the glowing buoy. I looked at Randolph and Brian, and they back at me, and we swam to the surface, emerging next to shining light. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Randolph gasped as his lungs filled with real air again. “This is it.” 
 
    “This is what?” I asked, staring at the glowing light that we trod water in front, the essence of the dead god floating all around us. It, too, had taken on a glow. 
 
    “Now that he’s dead, the gate is open,” Randolph said shortly. “Follow me!” 
 
    He swam forward, and we followed behind. He soon disappeared into the light. I exchanged a fearful look at Brian, but we pressed on and followed suit, and soon we, too, disappeared into the bright light… 
 
    …And found ourselves inside something not unlike a cavern, but the walls were sleek, like polished gray marble. Our first impression was that this was a mere room of some sort—but we quickly realized that it wasn’t nearly as simple as that when the walls seemed to come alive, quivering while murmuring voices probed at our minds. 
 
    “Ignore it,” Randolph said through gritted teeth, but it was easier said than done. “We’re almost done here!” 
 
    Just ahead, there was a large crystal that sat, perfectly balanced, atop a white dais with many living eyes. Tentacles extended into the ground like roots at the base of a sycamore tree. They pulsed with eldritch energy, and with each thrumming beat, the crystal seemed to breathe. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said. “That’s the cache!” 
 
    “It’s not very big,” I noted. “All this for a crystal the size of Brian’s noggin?” 
 
    “Hey,” Brian complained weakly. 
 
    Randolph shook his head, half in response to my question, half in response to the psychic attacks on our minds that we were all slowly succumbing to, and he lurched forward, ripping the crystal from the altar. 
 
    “Waypoints, now!” he shouted, and we all cut our hands and began the incantation to return back to Esoterica’s grounds. At the last moment, one of the rooted tentacles ripped itself from the ground and grabbed at Randolph, but he vanished in the nick of time, and Brian and I weren’t far behind. 
 
    We came to awareness, half-collapsed outside the gates of Esoterica, psychically exhausted but feeling suddenly very relieved to be back. We fell onto the grass, Randolph clasping our prize tightly to his chest, as several attractive female students walked by us on their way to the cliff, holding their own mission crystals. They ignored us. The sight of exhausted students teleporting back to Esoterica from a near-death situation was hardly a novelty. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” Randolph shouted. “We made it!” 
 
    “Was there ever any doubt?” I asked with a cocky grin. 
 
    “There definitely was a little doubt,” Brian remarked, panting. “But we made it. We’re back.” 
 
    I flopped over onto my back. “So, tell us about that freaking crystal, Randy,” I said. 
 
    He flashed an eager smile right back at me. “Let’s go to my room and unpack this bad boy, shall we?” Brian and I nodded, with no idea just what it would bestow upon us.  
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-7 
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   W e sat on the floor in Randolph’s room. It wasn’t uncomfortable—his room was very differently decorated from my own, though. Whereas my room was dark, dreary, and lit by black and white candles, several magical lanterns hung from his walls. They were gold, or gold-plated at least, and his room was brightly dressed with white drapes and elaborate paintings, including one of a man that could have been his father. We all sat on a bearskin rug, the crystal placed between us. 
 
    “You ready for this?” Randolph asked us. 
 
    “I’m not rightly sure, mate,” Brian shrugged. “This all seems pretty cryptic to me.” 
 
    I had to agree. “Just what is about to happen, anyway?” 
 
    Randolph exhaled a tired breath, but his smug smile didn’t fade. “I’m going to shatter this crystal,” he said. “And its contents will spill out. Simple.” 
 
    Brian and I looked at each other, confused. “What could a crystal contain?” 
 
    “A hell of a lot,” he said, and he gripped it, squeezing it in his hands. It seemed an insane approach to take to breaking the thing, but to my shock, it worked. Cracks appeared on the azure surface of the crystal, and light spilled from those cracks, hinting at what was about to come. 
 
    Soon, more cracks appeared, and so much light was emitting from them now that you couldn’t make out any details of its surface anymore. Finally, the brightness consumed us, and for a moment the room was awash in a phosphorescent white that dominated everything in sight, overwhelming all of us. 
 
    And then I felt myself being pushed backwards by what felt like countless marbles that spilled outwards from the center of the crystal with surprising force and velocity, making such a clatter that I was sure the entire floor could hear us. 
 
    I was still temporarily blinded by the explosion of light, so I couldn’t make out what it was that was pushing against me. “Randolph! What’s going on!?” I asked, rubbing my eyes. 
 
    He didn’t answer. Soon, though, my sense of sight had returned, and I could make out hundreds of tiny orbs, indeed much like marbles, that covered the floor, surrounding us. It was like the first layer of some kind of weird, mystical ball pit at a children’s pizza parlor. 
 
    Every orb was a different color—red, blue, green, violet, gold, and even colors that defied description, burning my brain a bit to even look at. Each orb seemed to flicker as though some sort of magic ember was glowing inside of it. 
 
    “The hell are we looking at, Randy?” Brian asked with a sour expression. “I thought this was supposed to be a bunch of magical components?” 
 
    Randolph, though, looked like he was a kid in a candy store. He shuffled through the little marble-like spheres, picking them up, one at a time, and examining them. “Oh, they are,” he said. “These are the energies that powered the Avatar of Dagon! His batteries! Thousands of different magical signatures of all kinds—necromantic, vampiric, divine, arcane, eldritch, you name it, it’s all here.” 
 
    I could tell this was good news, but my comprehension wasn’t quite what it should be. “I don’t get it,” I admitted. 
 
    “See these red orbs?” Randolph said, picking up one. “These are vampiric orbs. The ritual that you were looking to cast with Carmilla, to help her ascend to True Vampire, called for a bunch of ingredients that had traces of this kind of energy in it. Well, this is the raw source. These are the magical substances that power the universe, and now they’re ours to exploit however the fuck we want!” 
 
    Brian and I traded wide-eyed grins, finally getting it. “This is a hell of a haul, Randy,” Brian said. “Can we just absorb these, though? Does it work like that?” 
 
    Randolph frowned, and the expression was highlighted by the light of the flickering orb he held up to his face. “It’d be a waste. These are more potent as spell ingredients and sources of ongoing power. Once you break it down, it’ll lose its potency. You’re free to do with your share as you want, but I’d suggest being a bit more adventurous.” 
 
    “Dibs on the vampirism orbs, then,” I said. “How do I learn how to use them, though? Like, how much is enough? Or too much?” 
 
    “Mr. Shaw has a book on these,” Randolph explained as he started throwing all the green ones he could find into a sack. “Elder Orbs. Just tell him you need the book he lent me last week, and you should be set.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what to do with my share,” Brian sighed. “I guess give some to Memento to try to enhance the arm, like you suggested, or maybe just absorb them and level up. But I can’t hide all these in my room forever.” 
 
    “Tell you what, Brian. Give Randolph and me your share, and next time you have a trio mission with us, you get full control of the loot,” I suggested. “Does that sound fair?” 
 
    Brian grinned. “Oh, hell yeah,” he said. “I can deal with that.” 
 
    Randolph and I split our shares, with Randolph claiming basically all of the Eldritch Orbs for reasons he didn’t bother to explain, and me taking the bulk of the Vampiric and Celestial Orbs, as well as a bunch of the Void Orbs. Even without knowing much about these things, I could tell that those would be useful for both Carmilla and Dahlia, and I figured Memento would have a blast experimenting with the rest. 
 
    I checked out the book he suggested with creepy Mr. Shaw’s help. It was called Elder Orbs: Fuel of the Beyonders. After that, I returned to my room, organized the orbs in separate compartments under my bed, and then took a short nap, the events of the battle with Dagon finally catching up to me. 
 
    I awoke several hours later to a soft licking sensation on my face, and for a minute, I thought it might be Carmilla. When I opened my eyes, I was slightly let down by the sight of my familiar, Uther, trying to rustle me awake. 
 
    You’ve slept for four hours, he said, his voice a sliver in my mind. Is that how you intend to spend the whole evening? I frowned at him with baggy eyes, sulking as I stretched and begrudgingly sat up, scratching his head. He was in his puppy form, but his psychic voice was still a deep growl that could make James Earl Jones shiver. 
 
    I shook my head, partially in response to his question, partially to cast off my drowsiness. “No, I suppose I shouldn’t. Let’s try something new, shall we?” I closed my eyes and felt my body splinter and crumble into dust as my teleportation spell kicked off. When I opened them again, I was sitting in the pentagram where Uther and I first met. 
 
    Ahhh, memories, he said. You know I saw the whole thing between you and Carmilla, right? I groaned at the awkwardness of that. 
 
    “I prefer not to think about just how much you’ve seen.” 
 
    Everything, he said gleefully, ignoring my sentiment. 
 
    I shuddered and looked all around me. The sky was a dark aqua green tonight. The eerie constellations that hung overhead were starting to become more and more familiar to me after three months here. I’d learned to pick out a few in particular, and they helped me keep my bearings straight for spells that required awareness of such things. 
 
    The pentagram we sat at the edges of was on the mesa of a tall mountain that had likely once been a spiky peak, but at some point, someone created spiraling steps that led up to this flat surface. By the looks of it, the surface itself had likely been man-made whenever someone had the idea of bisecting the mountain’s peak horizontally, thereby creating a perfectly flat plane. The pentagram was etched into its rocky surface. Despite the elevation, it never got that windy up here. 
 
    I could vaguely make out the campus in the distance, though it was more a series of lights than anything else from this distance. The green of its thick grass was visible, and the tall structure of the dorm was barely perceptible, but everything else was nondescript from this vantage point. Somewhere out there, my three gorgeous girls were studying, attending class, or doing something similar. 
 
    The new checkpoint-based teleportation spell worked nicely, at least, Uther remarked. I nodded, quite pleased with the result myself. But why are we here? 
 
    “I needed a change of scenery where I’m unlikely to be interrupted,” I said. “No new students or big rituals scheduled for tonight, so no one should be out here.” 
 
    And what do you need privacy for? my foxy familiar asked in his deep voice as he preened himself. 
 
    “Tonight will be a night of firsts,” I said. “I want to make sure I do it right.” 
 
    I extended a hand in front of my face and watched as my skin transitioned to glimmering white and then faded away into the air. The air around me, meanwhile, began swirling and shifting as well, and soon I was back in my room—but not really. 
 
    Ahh, the demiplane, Uther purred. Very nice. 
 
    I nodded. “I can retreat into here for up to ten minutes at a time, give or take. It should come handy, and as a Harem-Magus, it has added utility.” 
 
    I focused on another new power, calling to mind the beautiful faces of Memento, Dahlia, and Carmilla. I could vaguely see them. I could see Dahlia pouring over a book in the library as Carmilla snored on her shoulder. I could see Memento in some dark dungeon somewhere experimenting with flesh golems on a slab. I focused on them, sending them a message. 
 
    “Hey girls,” I said. “You busy?” 
 
    I could see them all suddenly look up and around, searching for my voice. I chuckled at the cuteness of their confused expressions as Memento dropped her scalpel, and Carmilla hastily wiped a bit of sleep-drool from her chin. 
 
    “Close your eyes and say my name,” I commanded. I watched as they unflinchingly obeyed, and suddenly, they were right there, standing in front of me. I grinned. “Awesome.” 
 
    The three of them looked around. “How did we get into your room? Can you teleport us?” Dahlia asked excitedly. Her starlit eyes glowed as she clapped her hands together, waiting for my explanation with bated breath. 
 
    I shook my head. “This isn’t my room,” I said. “It’s a demiplane I modeled after my room. Like a universe between universes where only we can go.” 
 
    Carmilla’s eyes took their true vampiric form here, and they were wide and bewildered. She scratched her neck, trying to piece it together. “So… we can just escape here when we’re in trouble?” she asked. “Is that what it’s for?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” I said. “For now, we can only be here for a few minutes at a time, and then we’ll reappear where we were before unless it’s broken... in which case I can’t say reliably what will happen. And at the moment, I have to summon you here. I don’t have a way for you to come here on your own just yet. But it’s just the beginning.” 
 
    “It’s really cool,” Memento said I could tell she was looking around for anything out of place. “What happens if I open the door? Can I go into my room?” 
 
    I shrugged. “See for yourself.” She walked to the door and tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. “There you have it. I can change this place and make it larger with practice, but it’ll take time and focus.” 
 
    Carmilla approached me with narrowed eyes as she licked her lips. “Can we… you know?” 
 
    “There’s no time,” I told her. “This is a safe place out of the Headmistress’s sight for us to practice some of the new powers I have cultivated for each of you, so that’s why I brought you here, but I can only keep this space open for a short while before we’re ejected.” 
 
    The girls all looked at each other anxiously. I grinned, unable to restrain my eagerness. “Fuck it, let’s get to work, then.” 
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   I  looked at Carmilla first. “You already know what I can do for you,” I said, and I traced the little vampiric smiley in the air. Her eyes became more bestial, and black bat wings shot out from her back while claws extended from her hands, her fangs becoming even more pronounced. A red mist swirled around her as she surged with power. 
 
    “But now I can do something like this for all three of you. Memento, are you ready?” She nodded her head jerkily, her eyes glazed wide open with anticipation. Her chest heaved from heavy breathing as she no doubt tried to guess what might happen next. I clapped my hands together with only my pinkies curved inward, and suddenly Memento’s hair went black, and her skin was as red as her horns. A red demonic tail emerged from above her juicy rump and black feathered wings appeared on her back. They didn’t shoot out like Carmilla’s did, though—rather, they simply seemed to appear. 
 
    She looked at her skin and tail and gasped. “What happened?! What am I now?” she asked excitedly. 
 
    “In this form, you have all the power of a full-blooded demon with the soul and restraint of a human,” I said. “The best of both worlds.” 
 
    “Do I look badass?” she asked, turning to Dahlia and Carmilla. 
 
    “Super badass,” Carmilla assured her, grinning in her own enhanced form. Dahlia only beamed at her like a proud mother before turning her head anxiously back at me. 
 
    “And last but not least, Dahlia, I have your elevated form,” I said. It was here that I made a fatal error—with the other two girls in their heightened forms, my focus was being pulled away from maintaining the demiplane. I knew there was a chance that Dahlia might go slightly out of control, but in this contained environment, even with the few minutes I thought we had remaining, I believed we could calm her down. But while I maintained the forms of the other two girls, the demiplane itself was depleting with haste I hadn’t foreseen. 
 
    I drew a star in the air with my fingers, the activation glyph that I had chosen for Dahlia’s form, and watched as her eyes went black. The inkiness spilled outwards from her eyes into veins that seemed to poison her entire body bit by bit as the blackness spread throughout her. Her hair, too, went black—blacker even than Carmilla’s, to my surprise—something I didn’t foresee when I crafted this power for her. She looked far scarier than the winged vampire or the red demon on either side of her, far more dangerous and wild. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt my demiplane shattering as my power was spent elsewhere, and with a flash, we were all ejected, reappearing in the library where Carmilla and Dahlia had been studying before I brought them into my presence. This wasn’t supposed to happen. With the force of our ejection, a gale of magic wind blasted books, chairs, shelves, and people in all directions as we appeared, creating an immediate commotion that was about to get much worse. 
 
    I was surprised but not particularly alarmed at first, though that changed when I took another look at Dahlia and realized that her brow was furrowed and teeth clenched in the same way they had been when she had lost control of herself the other night. 
 
    I saw hate in her eyes, and she seemed to ignore me as I called out to her. “Dahlia, you okay? Snap out of it!” I shouted, reaching out to her, unsure what to do. I didn’t want to be rough with my soulmate—thankfully, Carmilla and Memento had fewer reservations, and they shot little non-lethal projectiles at her to try to break her from whatever had taken hold of her. She shrugged them off as though they didn’t even connect. 
 
    Fuck. She was a beast.  
 
    Dahlia made a beeline toward the walls of the library. She extended an arm with a punch, and a mass of dozens of tentacles coiled outward from her fist and collided with the wall, scattering it into debris and opening a hole in the night sky outside. Pretty view, but I was sure that wall was never meant to be a window. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I groaned. I traced the star-shaped sigil again, trying to prematurely power her down, but it didn’t fucking work. I had lost control of her completely. Although I successfully withdrew my power from her, it was like she maintained the form on her own by taking strength from the Void itself. 
 
    I mended the wall with a Wood to Bone spell, extending a series of rib-like protrusions to patch up the fresh opening. With a flick of one tentacle, though, it was shattered. 
 
    “I really need to work on my bone density,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    She launched herself out of the open hole in the wall. We followed behind her, Memento and Carmilla on her tail from above. In other circumstances, I might have stopped to appreciate how gorgeous they looked soaring overhead with their wings, but there was no time for that now. Dahlia had a purpose in mind, and she was headed straight for the dormitory. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” I asked in terror as a writhing mass of tentacles shot out from her back and suspended her off of the ground so that she was at eye level with the fifth floor of the dormitory, peering into one particular room. 
 
    “Dahlia, you need to stop! Don’t make me do this!” I shouted, shaking as I pointed my wand at her. 
 
    Her head quivered as she turned back to look at me. A look of searing rage was burnt into her face, but her words were more desperate. “I—I’m… trying! I’m trying! I can’t stop!” 
 
    Memento shot me a scalding hot look that said, “I told you so.” 
 
    “Dolly! Time out, honey!” Carmilla pleaded, but it was pointless. Dahlia punched her tentacles into a very specific spot in one of the dorm’s windows, and, to my shock, they pulled out the familiar blue-dressed form of Melody, screaming as she wriggled in the grip of the celestial girl’s tentacles. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted. “Don’t hurt her! Dahlia, let her go!” But she continued to ignore us, and I watched in horror, helpless as the tendrils constricted the girl’s body and her face went bright red. 
 
    I fired off three rapid successions of Exploding Skulls at Dahlia, powered down, of course, hoping to cause only a minor wound, but it didn’t even do that. When that didn’t work, I pivoted to using a spell called the Sleep of Death, which was meant to put people in a deathlike slumber, isolating their souls from their bodies, but she shrugged it off like it was nothing.  
 
    My mind raced to think of what I could try next. I could scarcely make out the details from the ground, but Carmilla and Memento flew back into the fray and were now hurling all-out attacks against their friend, desperate to stop her and snap her out of whatever rage had taken her before she murdered a student on school grounds in front of the whole campus.  
 
    Oh, you bet your ass we had an audience. 
 
    I reacted impotently, flailing my wand to find a spell to cast, but it was like I was suddenly powerless—the thought of raising a finger against Dahlia was already torturous, and now Memento and Carmilla could be caught in my crossfire if I wasn’t careful. 
 
    But before I could find an appropriate reaction, I heard a snap and a series of cracks and watched helplessly as my stomach stirred and, as if in slow motion, the tentacles relinquished their grip on Melody. The girl’s body fell to the ground, so slowly, landing with a dull thud in front of me, her legs and arms splayed out unnaturally. 
 
    I stared at Melody’s corpse, defeated, as my eyes glazed over and I collapsed to my knees. This had happened before. I didn’t see it last time, but this is what it probably looked like. This was murder. My Dahlia. She did this. 
 
    But Dahlia, too, started plummeting to the ground, and I jumped to catch her, but Carmilla got to her first, swooping down with her wings and plucking her expertly from the sky. Relieved, I returned my attention to the broken body of the poor girl in front of me. I wanted to reach out and hold her body, but I didn’t deserve to touch her. 
 
    Rebecca. She did this to Rebecca, too. 
 
    By now, a crowd had amassed around us, made up mostly of students, but the Headmistress appeared in a puff of smoke and sneered at me, her head cocked sideways to better display her disappointment in addition to her ire. Even then, I found it strange that she only managed to appear just after the nick of time. 
 
    I couldn’t break my stare from Melody’s body. It wasn’t that I had particularly strong feelings for the girl—in fact, she had been pretty infuriating toward me so far. But I did feel something. There was real potential, and Dahlia had crushed it.  
 
    But this was my fault. Melody didn’t deserve this. Even in the last few minutes, I could have tried more actively to subdue Dahlia. Maybe there was a way. I’d had opportunities. Never mind the fact that I lost control of her, that I failed to hold her in my demiplane. Even after that, I could’ve reached out to her or just tried harder. There had to have been a way—and I let it go. I let it escape me. 
 
    The Headmistress’s cold eyes burned into us. “Mr. Whately, have this mess sorted. You three,” she said, gesturing to Carmilla, Memento, and me, “You will come with me.” 
 
    I gulped and nodded, feeling rather submissive at the moment. Our bodies crumbled to dust as we began to disappear from that place and reappear in a dank room without windows. It had the appearance of a dungeon, but it was pristine, though aged, and eerie green torches lit the interior from the walls. I could see no door in or out of the room, but there was a hole at its center from which strange red mists emerged. 
 
    “It is impermissible for any student to murder another on the grounds of this campus. I do not know why you—” 
 
    “Headmistress, listen,” I said. “I can explain.” I waited for her to interrupt my interruption, but she didn’t. She just lowered her head and narrowed her eyes as she waited for whatever tale I was about to tell. 
 
    I swallowed hard and gathered my courage. A dripping sound in the distance distracted me momentarily, but I quickly recovered. “I was testing out new powers that I gained to power up the girls,” I said. 
 
    She looked at Carmilla and Memento in their enhanced forms. “I gathered as much. It didn’t go as planned?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Dahlia’s went wrong for some reason. I just wasn’t able to control her. Her Void powers are too strong, and she fell into a rage and immediately made a sprint for Melody,” I explained. 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Headmistress Waite asked, crossing her arms. “I would have imagined Dahlia to be more interested in forming a union with Melody.” 
 
    “Melody stabbed me through the stomach last night,” I said. The Headmistress’s eyes went wide. “She challenged me to a duel. When it was over, I tried to help her to her feet, and she ran me through with her focus.” 
 
    She gazed at the strange hole in the ground. “The broadsword. I see,” she said. “Even so, killing another student is inexcusable.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, looking away in shame. I kicked the stony ground beneath my feet in nervousness and frustration. “I didn’t mean for it to happen. Melody deserved better than that.” 
 
    She sighed. “I am afraid when Dahlia returns back to normal, I will have to send her to a Realm of Perdition as punishment.” 
 
    I blinked. “A what?” 
 
    Memento gasped audibly, and I craned my neck to look at her. “A Hell dimension!” she said. “You can’t!” 
 
    “I’m afraid it is the standard punishment for such things, short of execution,” the Headmistress confirmed. “I really am sorry, given the circumstances.” 
 
    “Make an exception,” I demanded. “I will leave and never come back if you try that.” 
 
    “It’s only for a few days,” she said. “And she will be warded against death or permanent physical damage. The psychological scars may take longer to heal, admittedly.” 
 
    I shook my head fervently, but Carmilla spoke up first. “Send me in her place,” she said. 
 
    “No!” I shouted immediately. “Okay, here’s the deal. This is my fault. I should have controlled her, I could have stopped her, but I didn’t. Dahlia was acting under the influence of a power that I gave her. She was the instrument of my mistake, so if anyone is responsible, it’s me,” I said, making a desperate case. It was a hell of a gambit, even if the Headmistress bought it. The best-case scenario here was that I went to hell instead of my soulmate. Despite everything, despite what she’d done, I couldn’t allow her to endure that. 
 
    The headmistress smiled crookedly. “Take a seat,” she said as chairs appeared behind us all and slammed into the back of our knees, making us sit whether we wanted to or not. “You have no idea what you’re volunteering for,” she warned me, but she was grinning now. 
 
    “I don’t care,” I said, and it was true. I would do anything to protect Dahlia from suffering, no question about it. 
 
    “Uther will be with you,” she pointed out—something I hadn’t yet considered. “He will endure it all with you.” 
 
    Uther appeared beside me, practically filling the room. I will endure it, master, his voice resonated in my mind, offering his consent. 
 
    “He’s on board,” I said, though I had to admit I didn’t love the idea. “We’ll do it. Just help Dahlia, and punish me instead.” 
 
    Carmilla and Memento shot pained looks at me, both rushing to my side. “Are you sure?” Memento asked, kicking her chair away and wrapping her two arms around one of mine. 
 
    Carmilla said nothing, just looking at me in internal agony, fallen to her knees beside me. 
 
    The Headmistress nodded. “I think it will be punishment enough for Dahlia just to know what you will endure on her behalf. I will see to it that you three are able to watch every second of his torment. Is that a fair compromise?” 
 
    “What? Why do they have to see it?” I growled. 
 
    “You can act like they didn’t have a hand in this, but I know better. You all held back, delayed, or hesitated at one point or another. More importantly, you all failed to save my favorite pupil,” she smirked, “present company excluded, of course. No, Mr. Elloway, I’m afraid Hell is only the beginning of the penance you will have to suffer.” Her eyes narrowed at my two girls. “You two don’t have to watch, but I will make it possible for you to see him at any moment. And I just know that you will.” 
 
    “Don’t!” I told them sternly. “I forbid it.” They quickly looked away, unwilling to promise anything. 
 
    The Headmistress cackled. “Without any further ado, Mr. Elloway, please hop into that pit over there once you are ready. You will remain in the Realms of Perdition for seventy-two hours, as far as we experience time here—but to you, it will seem more like a month. Time passes rather differently in Hell dimensions.” 
 
    “Why do we even have a portal to Hell on school grounds?” I muttered angrily under my breath. I closed my eyes. I hated the Headmistress’s conjured chairs, but I was glad for them now because I knew that if I were standing, I’d be weak at the knees. I didn’t want to make my lovers worry any more than they were already going to.  
 
    I took a deep breath and stood when I was good and ready and headed to the hole at the room’s center, with Memento and Carmilla vainly trying to tug me back, looking at each other in a last-ditch attempt to think of some cunning reason why this was all unnecessary.  
 
    I looked into the pit—it was a blank Void of a chasm, with no discernible end, but as I teetered on the brink, I could hear the faint sounds of screaming voices in constant torment. 
 
    “Where do you even get a portal to hell? Who fucking installed it?” I whined, but before anyone could answer, I jumped into the hole. 
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   T hree days later, or a month and some change by Uther and my reckoning, I rose from the pit, clawing my way out as the doorway to Perdition closed beneath me. I emerged, the same person, and yet wholly changed. 
 
    Any shred of innocence that lingered in me was gone. I had experienced every agony a person could imagine—and many they could not. But the spells of the Headmistress preserved my body and my mind so that at the end of each and every day I would be restored, and my memory partially wiped, so I was only left with bits and pieces of what I’d endured, vague notions of sanity-rending torment that came and went fleetingly.  
 
    Though only three days had passed in Esoterica’s plane, it felt as though I’d endured an eternity’s worth of anguish in the thirty-odd days I’d counted in hell. 
 
    I returned from the pit, pulling myself up and out, and was surprised—but a little glad—to find no reception waiting for me in that dim dungeon room. I lay there, my naked body now a canvas painted only with scar tissue, damaged beyond healing—even the Headmistress’s spells couldn’t stop that, despite her empty promises. 
 
    I stared at the low ceiling, counting the cracks between tiles as my chest rose and fell, savoring the quietness of the room. I could still hear the screams even now, but they were only in my head, and that was a small comfort.  
 
    My hair was longer now but white. My eyes were white, too, with no irises or pupils visible, though I wouldn’t learn this until I faced a mirror again. I went into the pits of Hell a naïve fool and came out an incubator for vengeance, a demon in my own right. 
 
    These new feelings worried me as my thoughts flew to my women. It seemed to me all of a sudden that hate and love were competing emotions—how could I do right by my girls when so much of me was devoted to the Headmistress, albeit in loathing? How could I find the time, or the mental energy, to love them when I was so spoiled by the contaminating seeds of revenge? What would be left to give them of my heart when so much of it was now reserved for my nemesis? 
 
    The thought was punctuated by the sound of a shrill feminine gasp. “Liam!” the voice cried. It had been so long since I’d heard her voice that I couldn’t even say with certainty to whom it belonged. My name from those lips, though, sounded sweet, and for the first time in weeks, I smiled—just a bit. 
 
    As it turned out, I had quite the reception. Dahlia, Carmilla, Memento, Evelyn, Brian, and Randolph were all there, no Headmistress in sight. I sat up straight and regarded them more numbly than I thought I would. I couldn’t say a word. I’d temporarily forgotten how to use my mouth to do anything but scream. 
 
    “Oh God, buddy, look at you,” Randolph said, tearing up as he saw my broken face and body. I almost scoffed at his pity. I was suddenly feeling very crowded as everyone groped at me, yearning to hold and comfort me. I jolted away from their touches as images of the pit came with each caress. 
 
    “No,” I managed, my voice as stern and serious as it was hoarse. It was all I could say. “No. No.” That was a word I’d used in the pit on more than one occasion, though to little effect. 
 
    Everyone, save for Brian and Evelyn, was openly weeping at the sight of me. The aforementioned pair looked at me piteously but kept it together for their friends, which I actually appreciated.  
 
    Hearing my rejection of their affections pushed my girls over the edge, and I imagine the vacant expression on my face when they all sobbed didn’t help. At that moment, they had to be wondering what was even left of me. 
 
    But I was more me than I’d ever been. In my own head, I was still there. It would be a few days before I emerged again, but I was still there, dammit, and I wanted to let them know. I tried to speak. 
 
    “What… day?” 
 
    Dahlia collapsed beside me, her hands hovering over me, desperately wanting to trace my skin, but she knew she shouldn’t. “July thirteenth,” she said through a deluge of tears. “By Earth’s reckoning.” 
 
    I nodded and looked at Carmilla. “Happy… belated—” 
 
    I couldn’t finish the sentence because my vampiress began to sob loudly as she realized what I was trying to say. Her birthday was July twelfth. I had planned her ascension to True Vampire for that day and, thanks to the Elder Orbs, would actually have been able to fulfill it. That was one thought that stayed with me in the pit, one of several anchors I used to remember who I was and try to find the will to continue with my life when I returned. 
 
    “Oh, Liam,” she moaned as she leaned over me, “What happened to you?” 
 
    I shivered as the question forced memories to the surface. What happened to me? I was flayed alive twice a day, every day. I was eviscerated and forced to eat my own guts. I was… things happened that I couldn’t even put into words because doing so would make them real again. I receded into my mind, falling backward to stare at the ceiling again, my head landing on the soft kneeling lap of Memento. I felt her teardrops tickle my cheeks, but I could barely process her. 
 
    “We have to get him out of here,” Brian said severely. “Now.” 
 
    Dahlia grunted through a sob, and I saw her hold something up and clutch it in her palm. As she closed her eyes, I felt my body misting away and soon became conscious of my own room. 
 
    “Hey, honey,” Dahlia’s soft voice said, sweet as sugar. “We’re all here. In your room. Memento, Carri, and I will be staying here with you until you’re ready to go out.” 
 
    I nodded, and I heard Evelyn exhale at the slight gesture, clearly relieved I hadn’t gone catatonic. 
 
    “Do you… need anything?” Randolph asked, still crying. 
 
    “…Food.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” he said, and he and Brian immediately stood and headed out the door. “Be right back.” 
 
    The rest of them, my girls at least, all just kept staring at me, their hands twitching as they longed to touch me. I looked at them a few times. It was hard to do. “I’ll… be okay,” I mumbled. “Stop.” 
 
    Dahlia kept staring at me. Carmilla and Memento looked at each other nervously, not understanding. “Stop what?” Memento asked. 
 
    “Stop looking... at me,” I replied. “Please. Just let me rest. And eat.” 
 
    It was a tough request for them to obey. All they wanted to do was look at me and hold me after days of me being gone, and they were the two things I immediately told them they couldn’t do. Part of me felt bad about that, but most of me couldn’t be bothered to consider their feelings over my own sanity at the moment. 
 
    “Okay,” Memento said, grabbing the others by the shoulders and pulling them out of my sight. “We’ll be right here if you need us.” 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    “What was that?” Carmilla’s voice asked. 
 
    “I need you,” I said. “Don’t go far.” 
 
    Another round of broken moans sounded out. Even Evelyn was crying now, making me feel even worse. Soon, though, Randolph and Brian returned with food, and the atmosphere changed for the better. 
 
    “I got a surprise for you, buddy,” Randolph said. “We traded some of my leftover Elder Orbs for Professor Hazelmire to train the kitchen to make pizza and tacos.” 
 
    My eyes shot wide open. “Are you fucking serious?” I asked, sitting up straight in my bed. Their eyes lit up, and they both grinned as they handed me a plateful of pepperoni pizza and greasy Tex-Mex tacos. “Holy Goddamn!” I shouted as I shoved the food in my face. The taste was indescribable. “Either this is the best pizza I’ve ever eaten, or the only thing I’ve eaten in a month is my own intestines,” I said, eliciting either a sob or a groan out of everyone in the room. 
 
    After a while, Randolph, Brian, and Evelyn left, but they would come back every now and then to check on me over the course of the next few days. I spent most of my time during those days eating, plotting, and snuggling with Uther, who was in similar mental shape to me. Dahlia, Carmilla, and Memento never once left my side. 
 
    *** 
 
    A week had passed since my return from the pit, and I was able to feign a return to normalcy. I’d done it before—after I lost my family—and I could do it again now, but things were different this time, for sure. This time, I had changed on a much deeper level. 
 
    Now that I was able to act like myself again, I decided to spend a bit of time doting on my girls, and the first one on my list was the birthday girl herself. It took a whole week of planning, but I finally fashioned the perfect birthday party for her. 
 
    Step one was simple. I picked up a D-Level mission from the front desk. I took the crystal to Professor Whately and got him to split it into two, allowing more people to come along on the mission as well. That took a bit of convincing, but it was a harmless request, so he eventually agreed when I played my friendship with his boy toy Brian as a card. 
 
    Then I told Carmilla I needed her help on a duet mission, and she was only too eager to come along, suspecting nothing, scarcely asking any details at all, just happy to be with me. What she didn’t know was that I had sent everyone else ahead of us about an hour in advance with an additional crystal. They went through the portal, and Brian ran off to clear the easy mission objective single-handedly while everyone else set up the party. They conjured tables and chairs, and Dahlia even prepared a cake made of congealed blood. 
 
    When Carmilla and I hopped through the portal, she was greeted by the sound of all our friends shouting, “Surprise!” and “Happy Birthday!” 
 
    She cried a few bloody tears and made the rounds giving all of us hugs, but she saved me for last as our lips met for a juicy kiss. It was the first kiss on the lips I let her have since I came back from Perdition. I heard Memento and Dahlia gasp at the sight of it, a bit jealous, perhaps, but mostly they were hopeful that it meant they, too, would be receiving my affection in the near future. 
 
    “We’ve all been working hard in putting together your birthday gifts, Carri,” I said, holding her tightly by the waist. “I’m sorry they’re a bit late.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she sniffled as she shook her head adamantly. Her raven-black tresses framed her face beautifully, and I felt my heart surging again for the first time in a while as I prepared to give her my gift. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” I said. “And everyone else, do what you need to do.” 
 
    I began chanting as everyone formed a circle around us, extending their arms toward us as we stood at the center. Carmilla looked confused at first, but I could see after a few seconds that she recognized the words I was incanting, and her eyes went wide. 
 
    “No fucking way,” she said, clapping her hands together excitedly. 
 
    Hundreds of tiny red spheres hung in the air, spheres Carmilla had believed were mere decorations for the party, but she began to understand they had a different purpose when they, too, started joining the circle and swirled around us. The Elder Orbs of Vampirism soon formed a dense spinning red halo over Carmilla’s head. Their eerie light lit her features sensuously, and it was all I could do not to stop chanting and kiss her again on the spot. 
 
    But I kept on with my task, and as I punctuated the final word, I raised my arm in the air and held my wrist to Carmilla’s lips. Everyone else, at the same time, sliced their hands with their knives, and their blood pooled in the air and danced around us as Carmilla leaned in and took a bite of me. She’d read this ritual many times and knew exactly what was going on. She drank my blood as though it were the sweetest thing she’d ever tasted, clutching my arm with both love and hunger as she consumed me. 
 
    Her eyes closed as she savored it, and when they opened again, her skin had gone even paler, her fangs even sharper. Somehow her already perfect face was even more beautiful. Her lips were as red as her dress, and her hair took on a divine sheen. Even her tight body seemed to become more defined, and her perky breasts were even more prominent, her nipples practically stabbing through the thin fabric of her sleek garment. 
 
    The orbs flew into her, disappearing inside her body, and I knew the ritual was complete. 
 
    “So that was my gift,” I said after a moment. 
 
    “Liam!” she shouted excitedly. “Holy Butt-Stuff! I can’t believe it!” she said, her legs kicking back as she floated above ground, already accidentally discovering new powers. “Thank you, everyone!” 
 
    I chuckled. We were all smiling together for the first time in days. That felt good. “Well, don’t give them too much credit for my gift,” I said, pointing at everyone else, “because they are taking credit for the next one.” 
 
    “Fuck, there’s more?!” she asked excitedly, floating around me. She suddenly seemed to notice that fact. “Hey, is everyone seeing this?” 
 
    The others stepped forward, and Memento held a small box in her hand. “Happy Birthday, Carri,” they said. Carmilla took the container cautiously. It was a jewelry box. 
 
    She opened it up and gasped at its contents. Inside the box was a beautiful ring with a diamond at the center and runic engravings along the band. “Oh my Dracula!” she shouted, looking at me like the happiest woman in the multiverse. “Are you asking me to marry you?!” 
 
    Memento and Dahlia’s faces immediately turned to sour frowns.  
 
    “See, this is why I tried to make it clear this one wasn’t from me,” I chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    “Carmilla,” Memento said, “it’s a Midnight Ring. Creatures of the night can wear it during the day and not be harmed by the sun.” 
 
    The vampire’s eyes lit up. “No shit! How did you even get this?!” 
 
    “Everyone worked together to get the ingredients,” Randolph said. “Evelyn and I crafted it.” 
 
    Evelyn grinned at Carmilla’s elated reception of their gift. “As soon as Liam told us that he was going to make you a True Vampire, maybe two months ago, the rest of us got to work on this.” 
 
    More bloody tears streamed down Carmilla’s face as her lips pouted. She cried like a baby, giving everyone messy hugs that left our clothes stained from her crimson tears. “I love you guys so much. This is the best birthday ever.” 
 
    I was glad that Carmilla was happy—but admittedly, this was as much a gift for me as it was her, at least in the long term. Making her a True Vampire amplified her power considerably, and I would need that power on my side when the time came to confront the Headmistress.  
 
    In reality, this was only the first step. There was one more ambition I still harbored for her. I could make her a vampire goddess in time, also known as a Vampire Queen. I already had some of the Elder Orbs I’d need for such an endeavor. Killing a few more gods ought to do it. 
 
    The rest of the party was comparatively relaxed. We ate food and watched with adoring eyes as Carmilla eagerly consumed her blood cake. I had a few slices, too—fuckin’ tasty.  
 
    That evening, I spent the night in Carmilla’s room, alone with her. It had been a few days since I started hugging them again, but kisses were brand new, having not given any of those at all since returning from the pit, and I was excited to find myself enjoying lavishing them on her again. 
 
    “If you asked me to marry you, I would have said yes, you know,” she said as she lay on her pink sheets, grinning into my eyes, nose-to-nose with me. 
 
    “I’m not entirely opposed to the idea,” I confessed. “I love all three of you, but I know I can always rely on you in a way that I can’t with Memento. And especially Dahlia,” I almost groaned to say her name. 
 
    Carmilla looked shocked to hear me utter her friend’s name in that tone. “I’m surprised to hear you say that,” she said. “I thought she was your soulmate.” 
 
    “She is, but, Carri, we need to talk about Dahlia.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “She killed Rebecca.” 
 
    Carmilla sighed. “I believe she had her reasons, but that shook me, too. Rebecca was my friend. Not close, mind you, but we were friendly for sure.” 
 
    “I somehow repressed it for too long, but it needs to be dealt with. Rebecca. Now Melody. What if she decides to come for you and Memento one day?” 
 
    “She never would,” Carmilla said, obviously sure of it, echoing my innocent words to Memento a few days before, though it seemed like much longer. “She’s not like that.” 
 
    “She’s totally like that,” I said, “but I think you’re right that even she has her red lines in the sand.” 
 
    “Dahlia loves you more than anything.” 
 
    “Yes, but she needs a healthier way of expressing it.” 
 
    Carmilla chuckled, but I didn’t. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. “I love Dahlia, too, by the way. Don’t misread me. She is still my soulmate, and I can’t deny the way I feel about her, but there’s something wrong with her—with us, I think. Something is off about our dynamic.” 
 
    She looked like she was going deep in thought, her eyes narrowing, but she didn’t break her stare, staying completely focused on my eyes. “Well, we have the mission coming up. And I don’t think there will be any triggers for her out there, so let’s give everyone some time to heal and think, and then we can have a talk with her.” 
 
    “You think we should wait that long?” I asked, not so sure putting it off was the right answer. 
 
    “I’ve known Dahlia for a long time. I think she’s alright now. I think what… what happened to you already changed her. It shook her. She’s got her head on straighter now.” 
 
    I shook my head and curled my lips in a frown. “I don’t think it’s quite that easy.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” she sighed. “But I believe that everything will be alright from now on.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” I said. “If you think we should wait until after the mission, that works for me.” 
 
    Carmilla grinned. “You know what would work for me?” she asked with a naughty look in her eyes as they flickered to black and red. 
 
    “What?” I smirked. 
 
    “Getting throatfucked by your fat cock.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Far be it from me to deny the birthday girl.” 
 
    Carmilla rolled off her side of the bed and positioned herself on her knees, slapping the empty spot of the mattress where she wanted me to sit. I sat up and sidled over to her, tugging my cock out of the crotch of my pants. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she moaned, licking her red lips. “Yummy.” Her raven-black hair hung alluringly over one shoulder as she took my cock in both hands, stroking it slowly at first before increasing speed until it was as hard as a rock. She looked into my eyes with those black and red pools that seemed somehow bottomless and smiled wickedly when our gazes locked together. Then without warning or any kind of foreplay whatsoever, she pushed forward onto my lap and impaled her mouth completely on my thick shaft.  
 
    “Good girl,” I said, stroking her long locks as she pumped away like an eager bride on her wedding night. The sound of wet flesh sliding against each other filled the room; the sight and sensation of this beautiful creature sucking my dick made every muscle in my body tense.  
 
    My fingers dug deep into her silky hair while my thumb traced slow circles around her full pink lips. With another push, she slid down further so that only about two inches remained outside of her warm mouth. A few more cautious pumps, and I was fully hilted. 
 
    She guided my hands to the back of her head, and I tangled my fingers up in her hair and gripped her tight as she bobbed away. I knew what she wanted. She'd already spelled it out for me. I pulled her tight against me so that the entirety of my huge cock was sheathed in her mouth to the base, so deep that her lips brushed against my balls, and then pushed her head back so that she was gasping for air, ready to do it all over again.  
 
    We quickly fell into a pattern. In a cycle of pulling her head toward me and thrusting myself into her, I forced my cock deep inside her hot little throat, again and again, making sure not to choke her but also making certain that I was fulfilling her birthday wish with gusto. My balls slapped against her chin percussively with surprising volume, smacking wet sounds echoing through the silent room as Carmilla continued her enthusiastic blowjob. 
 
    She came up for air for a split second a bit later. “Oh fuck, baby,” she moaned. “Your cock is better than a blood lolly!” Her face flushed bright red, sweat beaded on her forehead, and bloody tears stained her cheeks from the constant impalement of my thick dick into her soft palate. But still, she kept working my cock with her attentive tongue and soft lips, shamelessly ignoring the drool that dripped down her chin onto her skintight dress.  
 
    After ten minutes or so, I was nearing the finish line. This gorgeous vampire of mine had no idea how close she really was to being hot-blasted with my seed. As much as I loved the idea of keeping this going forever, I couldn't hold out much longer, and I worried for the poor girl’s throat. So instead of trying to last, I decided to just go ahead and give her a nice big load of magma-hot cum.  
 
    Grabbing her hair firmly in my fist, I began fucking her face harder and faster until finally exploding into her mouth with a loud groan of pleasure. When I felt my orgasm start to subside, I released her head and allowed it to fall limply onto my lap. 
 
    After a loud and deliberate swallow, she was panting hard like a triathlete after a big race, and her whole body shuddered as she tried to catch her breath. After several seconds, she raised her head and stared at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Fuck, I feel like it's my birthday,” I chuckled, stroking her hair as she gazed up at me lovingly, a bit of cum bubbling on her lips. 
 
    “I have been waiting to do that since you came back,” she cooed, lifting herself up and straddling me, throwing her arms around my back. “The best gift you can give me is just letting me love you, Liam. You've been holding out on us, and I know you have your reasons, but I can't bear it anymore. I need you back.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know,” I said. “I'm back. Believe me. I'm back, and it's still me.” 
 
    She grinned. “I love you so fucking much. You're my best friend.” 
 
    The words actually shook me. “I love you, too. And,” I said, honestly, “I feel the same way. You're the one person in my life I know I can fully depend on, no matter what.” 
 
    “I'm so relieved you said that,” she moaned, almost crying again. Then, after a moment, “To be honest, I'm really jealous that Dahlia is your true soulmate. It broke my heart a bit the first time I heard it because I was already falling for you then. But I've realized I don't need to give a shit about that. I love you, and you love me.” 
 
    “End of story,” I said, chuckling in her ear as I kissed her neck. She got goosebumps from my voice. 
 
    “End of fucking story.” 
 
    “You want to have some more sex?” I asked. I'd go all night if she wanted. I'd do anything for her. Not that making love to her was that much of an inconvenience to me. 
 
    “Yeah, but more than that, I just want to hug you and remember what it’s like to be in your arms.” 
 
    I was more than happy to oblige. 
 
    That night Carmilla learned that, as a True Vampire, she didn’t have to sleep. She also learned my dark and dirty secret: ever since my time in the pit, I had lost the ability to fall asleep as well. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-10 
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   T he next day, we all met in the cafeteria for breakfast about an hour after sunrise, as was our usual time. When we were all seated and eating, I sat in silence as my friends chatted pleasantly about their plans for the day. Although they wouldn’t acknowledge it, at least one of the girls every day was more or less assigned to babysit me at all times when the others had to be away for classes or other assignments, fearing leaving me alone in my current mental state.  
 
    On the one occasion where they had left me alone for more than twenty minutes, they came back to find me naked and staring at the wall with unexplained burns all over my chest. So, for most of the day today, it would be Dahlia keeping me company, or so I gathered from the chatter. 
 
    “Hey Dolly,” I said as I chewed on my breakfast, “I’ve got a question.” 
 
    She smiled up at me, excited at my attention, no doubt. “Yeah? What is it, baby?” 
 
    “I noticed you looking at me differently recently.” 
 
    She frowned. “Your aura,” she said. “It’s damaged. It hurts to look at. Like putting glass in my eyes.” 
 
    I swallowed. “Ever since the pit?” 
 
    She nodded. “Ever since the pit. I didn’t want to worry you.” 
 
    My stomach turned, and Carmilla leaned in, having overheard. “Is that something we should worry about?” she asked. 
 
    Dahlia shook her head. “He’s still our Liam. His soul is intact—I checked. But the exposure to Perdition made it impossible for me to read his aura.” She turned back to face me. “Honestly, it’s terrifying to me. I’m so used to understanding you perfectly, but now everything is, like, hidden.” 
 
    “Learn more social cues,” I smirked, attempting a joke, but it freaked me out. A broken aura? “Will it heal? My aura, I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she shrugged, biting her lip. “All it really changes is the effectiveness of aura-based magic, like enchantments that affect your mind, soul, or mood, maybe some scrying magic. It’s more of a disadvantage for me than it is for you.” 
 
    We were stirred from our discussion when a Professor I didn’t recognize, one with a big gray beard that hung down to his belly, approached us holding several packets. We looked at him expectantly, but all he said as he handed them out was, “For your consideration,” and he walked off and disappeared into the elevator. 
 
    “The hell was that?” I asked, reaching for an envelope. 
 
    “That was Professor Culler,” Randolph said. “You know what that means?” 
 
    “These are our long-term assignment options,” I grunted, and we all stared at the packets hungrily. Even I was eager for a real mission, just to take my mind off of the pit. Besides, maybe seeing me in action on a mission would get my ladies to stop looking at me like I was a wounded puppy. 
 
    Randolph gestured toward the ceiling, and one of the candelabras hovered lower, descending to light our table a bit more directly as he ripped into the first folder. 
 
    “Find a magic talisman in a hellscape planet, throw the talisman into the heart of the volcano where their king keeps his throne,” Randolph blathered, summarizing the contents of the first mission. 
 
    “I’ve had my fill of hellscapes,” I said solemnly, my white eyes narrowing. No one responded, but the ensuing silence was reply enough to know that no one missed my frank rejection. 
 
    “How about this one,” Evelyn said at last. “Kill the Avatar of Cthulhu that has risen up and taken over the planet. Planet seems a lot like the Earths you lot hail from, except that it’s massively flooded, so there’s very little land left.” 
 
    “Not bad,” Brian said, “Killing gods is profitable. Table that one in case.” 
 
    Memento pulled out the next one. “Giant asteroid… blah blah blah… Primarch Void Worm… Voidships? What are Voidships?” 
 
    Dahlia blinked at that. “Let me see that,” she said, and she took the packet from the pink-haired demoness. “Whoa,” she huffed. “The loot for this mission includes the ruins of spacefaring Voidships, ancient ships that can cross dimensions and travel at Faster Than Light speeds,” Dahlia exposited. 
 
    “What are the details?” I asked, looking at the paper from over her shoulder. 
 
    “Travel to the center of an asteroid, find the tunnels of the Primarch Void Worm. Deep inside those tunnels will be its lair, where there is a graveyard of wrecked Voidships and other treasures. This sounds promising.” 
 
    “If you like it, that’s my vote,” I said, patting her on the back. She quaked excitedly at my touch, as I’d been withholding it until recently—especially from her. But I had to move on sooner or later. I had to try to forgive her. But when I was in the right headspace… we needed a talk. 
 
    “Fine with me,” Carmilla purred as she bit into Memento’s wrist. The goth demoness winced at the bite but let her do it. Dahlia was way better at taking Carmilla’s nibbles. 
 
    “Sounds badass,” Randolph agreed. “We can all take turns having a look at that one, and if we’re keen, I’ll reserve it for us tonight.” 
 
    Everyone went their separate ways after the meal, most of them heading to class. Evelyn went to meet a study group at the library. Dahlia alone stayed in my company, and we took the elevator back to my room. 
 
    “There’s something I have to ask of you,” I said, reaching for my bookshelf. Dahlia’s face lit up, her lips parting slightly with obvious eagerness to please me. I took out the book that the Headmistress had given me—before she sent me to hell. 
 
    “This is The Tome of Infinite Evil,” I said. “It’s a necromantic tome of forbidden and lost spells.” 
 
    She blinked, her starry eyes questioning. “What can I do?” 
 
    “It’s written in the language of the creators of the Void.” She tensed up excitedly at my revelation and reached out, her fingers grasping for the book. I handed it to her, and she immediately opened it and thumbed through its pages, biting her lip. 
 
    “I can’t read this yet,” she said. “But I think I know how to learn this language now that I can see it. Liam,” she said, looking up at me “thank you. This is the language of my father.” 
 
    I nodded, unsure of what else to say. “Anyway, there’s no rush—” 
 
    “I’ll start today,” she said, interrupting me. “It’s the least I can do,” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    She looked up at me sadly, her eyes tracing over me, looking at my sunken, sleepless white eyes, my ghostly white hair, the scars that covered every inch of me—several of them even spoiling my face. “It’s all my fault,” she said. “I’m supposed to be your soulmate, but I’m… toxic to you—” 
 
    “Shut up,” I said, firmly but softly. She obeyed with a few nervous blinks and the turning of her head to look away, recognizing my serious tone. She said nothing, but I pressed on. “We’re not ready for that conversation,” I said. “But I know. We all know. And we will talk about it, after the mission.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “—Did you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, tearing up. 
 
    “We will talk about it as a team. After the mission. I’ve spoken to both Carmilla and Memento about you, and we all agree. This can’t happen again. No more killings.” I sighed, almost sniffling myself. “God, I fucking love you so much. I’m helpless, but I’m trying to be strong here, and I’m doing it for you, not against you. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I know, of course I know. I fucked up.” She nodded as glittery tears streaked her cheeks. I said nothing. She wiped the tears away and got to studying the book. It broke my heart to have to be stern with her, but she needed to know where she stood with me. Her eyes swirled as she muttered a divination spell I didn’t recognize. I left her to it. She stayed like that for hours. 
 
    *** 
 
    The day passed by uneventfully. Dahlia remained in that trancelike state all day. After a while, I heard Memento’s door across the hall open and shut, and I knew she was back from her subjects for the day. I took one look at Dahlia and decided to leave her a note. I scrawled on a piece of parchment that I would be back soon, that I was just across the hall, visiting Memento. I placed the letter in her lap, but for now, she took no notice as her eyes consumed the language of the Void. 
 
    I walked out my door and knocked on Memento’s. 
 
    “Who is it? I’m naked!” 
 
    I sighed, smiling in spite of myself. “It’s me,” I said. 
 
    “Anyone in the hallway right now?” her voice asked in a high, anxious tone. I looked around. 
 
    “Coast is clear,” I said, preemptively adjusting the crotch of my pants, anticipating an erection. 
 
    The door opened, and I was greeted with the incredible sight of Memento’s nude body. She stood before me, a buxom goddess, completely exposed from head to toe. Her incredible tits stared at me, easily D cups, pierced nipples, and despite her tiny waist, a round and perky ass to match. Her creamy skin was a bit more olive-hued than Carmilla and Dahlia’s because she obviously had some Japanese in her bloodline, but it was still porcelain enough to match those pierced pink nipples that graced her perfect tits. My eyes scanned her, stopping for a moment at the mound between her legs, her pussy lips just barely visible beneath a well-groomed pink pubic region. 
 
    “Mmmm, I love it when you stare, Daddy,” she growled playfully. “Come on in. I’m working on something.” 
 
    “I figured that was the case,” I chuckled. She usually worked naked. 
 
    On her bed were two zombie-like flesh golems stitched together from… borrowed parts. These weren’t homunculi—they were a bit more primitive than that. These things were more like Frankenstein’s monster than the magic that powered Brian’s arm—or so I thought. 
 
    “Where have you been sleeping?” I asked. She gave me a shamefaced look and then eyed the narrow spot on the bed between the two abominations. “Never mind,” I shook my head. “Don’t say it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she sighed a breath of relief. “Umm, so I’m preparing these guys for the mission.” 
 
    “Why not just raise some zombies or skeletons? Why this kind of flesh golem?” 
 
    “More durable,” she answered, “Plus, I put a homunculus core in each of them. It’s a bit of an experiment.” 
 
    I gaped at her, shocked. “How did you throw together more cores so quickly?” 
 
    “I maybe sorta borrowed some of the Elder Orbs you had left over after Carmilla’s party to craft them,” she said guiltily. I gave her a disapproving look. “I know, I’m sorry, I should have asked, but they were so shiny.” 
 
    I chuckled. “To be honest, I was going to give a chunk of them to you anyway. It just hadn’t come up yet.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide with joy, and she cupped her hands together like an excited child. “Really!?” she asked. “They were for me?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep. And I see you’re already making solid use of them, so no harm done.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” she grinned ear to ear. I found myself grinning back, and she noticed it, too, even puffing a bit at the sight of such a brazen smile on my face. 
 
    “Are you… better yet?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    It was a hell of a question. “It isn’t getting easier,” I said. “But I’m getting better, I guess. I think that’s how I’d describe it.” 
 
    She nodded, biting her lip in a frown as her big red eyes looked over all my scars and my ghostly white hair and eyes. 
 
    “Anyway, show me what you got,” I said, gesturing at the two flesh golems, ready to move on from that shitty subject. 
 
    “You got it, boss,” she giggled, shooting me her finger guns and winking. She held out a hand, and the two golems sat up. “See? Already obedient.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said. “Anything else to see?” 
 
    “Let’s test their regeneration,” she suggested, and I nodded and handed her a dagger that was lying on the floor next to me. She walked over to where one of the golems was sitting in bed looking at her, its eyes following her with mechanical efficiency like the eyes of a painting in an episode of Scooby-Doo. 
 
    She grabbed the wrist of the golem and touched the dagger to its skin, but to my utter shock and horror, the golem reached out and grabbed her by the neck, choking her with immense strength. Her eyes went wide, looking at the creature and then to me. I dashed forward with desperate efficiency, sprouting bony claws extending from my fingers, and lopped the thing’s hand off at the wrist. The hand around her neck withered into dust, but the flesh golem started regenerating, albeit much more slowly than a true homunculus. Once Memento took a step back, I put my hands on her shoulders and watched the abomination, waiting for it to make another move, but it didn’t. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” I asked, more than a little freaked out. 
 
    “I don’t know!” she exclaimed airily, wheezing, fingerprint marks appearing around her throat. 
 
    “If this can happen, then what does that mean for Brian’s arm?” I asked. I stared directly into Memento’s eyes as bruising on her neck appeared and then rapidly healed. 
 
    She only shook her head and echoed her previous reply. “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-11 
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   D ays flew by as rapidly as the wings of a Nightgaunt could flap, and before long, we were already preparing to embark on our extended quest. I had been avoiding the Headmistress for as long as I could ever since I had returned from the pit, but when she’d heard that my friends and I had registered for an extended assignment, I knew it was only a matter of time before the slimy crone sent her summons. 
 
    It came in the form of a note on my door—rather mundane, all things considered, I thought, but I knew I couldn’t pretend to miss it or let it go unheeded. I delayed and dilly-dallied for as long as I could, but now it was the night before the mission, and I feared what might happen if I tried to defy her invitation entirely. 
 
    When I found myself in her grand office, I was surprised to find it unusually bright. Normally there was only a hint of lighting in the room, centered on wherever we were sitting, but today lanterns were lit, hovering in the air throughout the entire space. I looked around—it was the best look I’d ever had of the interior of her office, and it bore more resemblance to the library than I could have imagined. All the walls were shelves, stocked to the brim with tomes of profane magic that I could only guess at. Books could be seen everywhere. 
 
    In the corner, the Headmistress sat at a desk, busy scrawling something on parchment. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, clearing my throat. I couldn’t wait to get this over with. 
 
    She looked up at me. “It’s about time you came. Am I correct to assume you’ve been avoiding me, Mr. Elloway?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, which stabbed at her like daggers with the force of my hostile glare. “Now, why would I do that?” 
 
    She shrugged and continued with her work. “I can’t for the life of me figure it out,” she said flatly. “You volunteered for the pit of your own volition. Your Dahlia murdered a prized student of this institution in cold blood. Do you regret sacrificing yourself for her?” she asked, making a bit too much sense for my liking. She pressed the point further. “Do you mean to tell me you wish it upon Dahlia instead?” 
 
    That just made me all the angrier, and my face could hide it no longer. “How dare you even say that.” The thought had crossed my mind more than once, but the answer was always the same. No regrets. Despite everything, the thought of Dahlia enduring even a fraction of what I suffered… it was impossible to entertain. 
 
    She ignored my insolence, instead focusing on my long, white hair and my entirely white eyes. “This new look is rather intimidating, to say the least,” she said. “I’ve never seen someone emerge from the pit bearing so many scars and marks of its torments.” Now it was her turn to narrow her eyes. “What are you hiding, Liam?” 
 
    I approached her casually, not wanting to stand by the door for the entirety of the conversation. “Hiding?” I asked. “What are you even talking about?” The door slammed behind me all on its own. 
 
    “The fiends of Perdition tend to target the damned based on the strength of their powers, be it magic or other essences, such as divinity. I’ve sent a dozen or so students into the pit since the school’s founding. Fourteen, if I want to be precise. Not one of them emerged as damaged as you.” 
 
    I had to stifle a laugh, even as my guts stirred with rage. “So it was such a bad time because I’m a badass?” 
 
    She looked at me through tired eyes lit with suspicion. “Indeed. You have been concealing a great deal from me, Mr. Elloway.” 
 
    The silence that followed was all the confirmation she needed, I’m sure, but I could say nothing. My pride kept me from denying it outright, and that no doubt spoke volumes of the truth. 
 
    “I didn’t summon you here to interrogate you, though,” she said. “I only just now experienced this… epiphany.” 
 
    “So why am I even here?” I asked in a bored voice, just to grate on her as much as possible. 
 
    “Because you owe me the life of my pupil, Mr. Elloway.” 
 
    I blinked in confusion but tried to wear it plainly. “Go on,” I said with caution in my voice. 
 
    She smiled, knowing she had me, knowing I’d love nothing more than to undo Dahlia’s sin. “I copied several spells in that book I gave you. I worked tirelessly to translate them myself, you know.” 
 
    I nodded. “Dahlia learned the language of the Void in one evening,” I bragged. 
 
    She cocked her head sideways. “Is that so? Then I will value her expertise when I take that body of yours, and she is under my control.” 
 
    My stomach turned at the thought. It was something I’d wondered about before, and now it was confirmed. She had every intention of enslaving my harem once she took over my body. I clenched my jaw unconsciously, overflowing with righteous fury, but she paid it no mind. Still, at the last second, I managed a dry laugh. “Good fucking luck. Controlling her is an uphill battle, even for me.” 
 
    “Which is odd, to be sure, since she’s supposed to be bound to you as a servant. It’s likely that her being your predestined soulmate levels the playing field. In any case, I have a spell here I’d like for you to help me cast,” she said, holding up a parchment scrawled in purple ink. 
 
    “Cast it yourself,” I heckled her, surprised at my own boldness. 
 
    “I can’t,” she sighed, overlooking my tone. “It requires more pure necromantic power than I possess on my own. But casting it will bring back the soul of someone recently departed—I’d like for you to revive the soul of Melody.” 
 
    “Into what body?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “That’s the interesting part,” she grinned. “She won’t have a physical body.” 
 
    “So I’m making her a ghost?” 
 
    The Headmistress nodded. “Much like that, yes. She will be a specter with all the power and intellect she had in life. I am certain she will have several additional limitations, but we will just have to figure those out as we go, I suppose.” 
 
    I had to admit, at least internally, I was intrigued. Could I really pull off a spell like this? In any case, it didn’t seem like I was about to be given much choice. 
 
    Before I knew it, we were teleported to a room I’d never seen before. It had a pentagram much like the one I’d been to many times, carved into the stony tiles underfoot. A pile of naked corpses was stacked on each point of the star. The walls were carved with profane sigils, and the windows were made of stained glass that conveyed hideous monsters and elder gods. The ceiling was high and steepled, but I could see no doorway into the room we found ourselves in—much like the room that bore the portal to the pit. 
 
    I winced at the sight of all the carcasses. “Where did you get so many bodies?” I asked. 
 
    “Best not to ask,” the Headmistress dismissively stated with a wave of her hand. “It hardly matters, does it?” she asked. 
 
    “I suppose not,” I sighed, cracking my knuckles. I hardly recognized myself at that moment, but I wasn’t wrong. The multiverse was big, and flesh was cheap. 
 
    “Everything is as it is prescribed in the Tome of Infinite Evil,” the Headmistress said, pointing to the altar at the center of the pentagram, wherein a blood sacrifice was already waiting. I wondered how it stayed fresh—or did she somehow know when I would come to her? The thought made me quake, but I couldn’t discount the possibility. The bodies looked freshly slain, and the bowl of blood, practically a cauldron, was still warm to the touch. 
 
    I took her transcription of the tome, with Romanized language in a phonetic system I could approximate accurately enough. I carefully followed the instructions as well as I could, given what little time I had to prepare—and for the most part, I aced it. Necromancy was my specialty, after all. There were a lot of evil-sounding words and profane gestures, the evisceration and burning of corpses, and a sacrifice of my own blood, but I did it. I endured it all for Melody. For Dahlia. 
 
    The Headmistress grinned as the spell completed, and the ground began trembling beneath us. I wasn’t grinning, though—I watched and waited with curious neutrality, eager but not excited to see what happened next. 
 
    I saw an ethereal blue essence drain from the bodies resting on each of the pentagram’s five points, and that same blue spirit energy coalesced above the central point of the casting sigil, taking shape in a twister-like torrent. The blood in the bowl, which I then held in my hands, began stirring, and, like a pillar of liquid, it shot into the air and mingled with the spiritual essences of those sacrificed. The blood turned to mist, appearing to evaporate, but I knew it only merged with the spiritual residue of the dead, taking hold of that energy and reshaping it into a new form. 
 
    The blue light pulsated and throbbed until it became a shimmering orb. Then it appeared to spin, flying through the air as red sparks erupted from it noiselessly. Soon, though, the orb started to expand, taking on a new, more feminine shape. 
 
    I watched in amazement as the familiar form of Melody, as petite and lovely as I remembered, appeared in the air before me. It was just like her, though naked, transparent, and the whole of her shimmering a deep, glittering blue. 
 
    I could say and do nothing but watch her elegant, enticing figure float in the air before me, her own striking face mirroring the confusion and awe that shone on my own. 
 
    “What…” she tried to speak. It was her voice alright, just as I recalled, high and haughty, but it had a resonant quality, as though she spoke into a cavern. She elaborated on her thoughts no further for the moment. 
 
    “Liam has resurrected your soul,” the Headmistress said. “You are alive once more, Melody—in a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “Alive seems to be an overstatement,” I remarked. It sounded like a joke, but I hadn’t meant it that way. The pretty ghost in front of me examined her arms and body, suddenly attempting to cover her nudity when she realized she wore no clothes—except for a pair of shackles on her wrists and an iron collar. 
 
    “Am I… dead?” she asked, concern hanging in her voice. 
 
    I gulped, knowing the truth would come out sooner or later. I decided to get ahead of it. “Dahlia killed you,” I said. “And I was thrown into Perdition as punishment for the equivalent of a month to pay for it. Now, I’ve brought you back in this form,” I said, trying not to gawk too much out of respect. 
 
    Her face frowned with ire. “You fucking dick,” she said. “Now I remember. Your junkyard dog of a girlfriend pulled me out of my own room and crushed me. I can… still remember the feeling,” she shivered. 
 
    “Believe me, I didn’t mean for that to—” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you,” she growled. 
 
    “I deserve that,” I nodded. I turned my head to the Headmistress. “Can I go, then?” 
 
    The Headmistress chuckled. “You have no academic curiosity, I see,” she laughed. “Very well. Continue your preparations. I will take care of Melody and help her to… readjust.” 
 
    I excused myself, feeling the stabbing eyes of Melody on my back as I cast my Waypoint Spell. As I began to fade away from the eerie room, I laughed as I heard her shouting words of rage and confusion at the Headmistress. I almost pitied the old hag at that moment. 
 
    Scant hours later, we had all assembled at the portal. This time, the portal worked differently. Professor Whately was there to summon and hold it for us, and it was centered in the nexus of the standing stones rather than over the cliff. 
 
    “This is a nice change,” Carmilla giggled. “We don’t have to jump off a cliff for once.” 
 
    We let out nervous laughs as we lined up beside Professor Whately, who eyed Brian anxiously. “Be careful,” he said to us, but I realized it was directed entirely to Brian, who only nodded in response. 
 
    I opted to be the first to go through the portal. I walked into it, and I had to admit, Carri was right. It was a relaxing change of pace to not have to leap off the side of a cliff to teleport into another dimension. I could get used to this, I thought. 
 
    But as my eyes focused and my body adjusted to the new gravity and atmosphere of my surroundings, I noticed a few things. The most obvious and jarring thing was that this was not the location that I saw when I was looking through the portal just a moment before. Oh, it was the same planetoid, for sure, though it was really more of a large asteroid with a thin atmosphere. The sky above swirled violently as we hurtled through space, clearly rotating with unnerving rapidity.  
 
    It blew my mind to think that somehow gravity still seemed to function at an intensity that compared pretty closely to what I remembered from Earth. The core of this asteroid had to be hyper-dense in order for that to make sense, I figured. Then again, I was no scientist, and who the hell knows how having a Primarch Void Worm inside the planetoid influences things. 
 
    The sky was black but blurred with whizzing stars that didn’t stay in one place and instead moved wildly above. It was disorienting. The surface of the craterous planetoid was silvery and rocky with occasional bioluminescent mosses and mushrooms growing in the shade of odd rock formations. 
 
    I waited for the others to emerge. I started to fear when a full minute had passed, and not a single one of them appeared beside me. When ten minutes had passed, I knew something had gone wrong. 
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   A fter it had become all too clear that I was alone, I decided to employ some of my new powers that might help alleviate some of the stress of the situation. I focused on the images of Dahlia, Carmilla, and Memento that I had in my mind and tried to broadcast them a psychic message. 
 
    “Girls? What happened? Where are you?” I said aloud, hoping they’d hear me across whatever distance separated us. I could only hope that my newly minted abilities would prove strong enough for the occasion. 
 
    A few seconds passed before I got anything back, but it was foggy. 
 
    “Liam? I can’t find anyone. I guess we all got separated.” It was Carmilla’s voice. “Could you use the, uh, Dimensional Room thingy?” 
 
    “It isn’t supposed to let us exit together,” I said. “Last time, it only went like that because things went… wrong.” 
 
    “Could we reproduce that effect?” Memento asked cautiously. 
 
    I thought about it. “Not unless… things got really out of hand, and I was almost completely drained of the power needed to maintain the private subplane.” 
 
    “Not a good way to start a mission,” Carmilla noted. 
 
    There was an awkward pause. 
 
    “Don’t panic,” Dahlia’s voice chimed in, finally brushing past the tension. “I’ve already found Memento. She’s here with me now. I’ll divine your location and meet up with you eventually. Find each other—feels like the two of you are really close to each other.” 
 
    I nodded, but then realized no one could see it. “Got it,” I said, “Carri, if you’re close, look at the sky.” 
 
    “It sucks to look at,” she groaned. She was right. The swirling above made me dizzy, but she’d know soon enough what I had in mind. I fired a stream of Exploding Skull spells into the air and let them detonate, green, yellow, and purple fire lighting up the sky. 
 
    “I see you,” she said a minute later. “On my way. Stay put.” 
 
    Within ten minutes, I could see Carmilla flying toward me, literally, hovering above the ground. She was becoming more and more familiar with the various boons of her transformation into a True Vampire, but she had only really scratched the surface so far. I sighed a breath of relief as she reached me and threw her arms over my shoulders. 
 
    “Shit, that was freaky,” she said. “I was the last to go in, and no one was there.” 
 
    I grunted my agreement. “Any clue as to how that happened?” 
 
    “Literally none,” she shook her head. The vampire chewed her lip. “I hope Brian, Randy, and Eve are alright,” she said. 
 
    I exhaled an exasperated breath. “Me too,” I said. “I wish we had an easy way to contact them.” 
 
    “Dahlia probably can. Maybe she already did. We’ll find them, though, no worries.” 
 
    She finally let go of me. “Should we stand still and wait for Dahlia and Memento, or should we explore?” 
 
    “Good question,” I said. “Dahlia, should we stand still and wait for you? Or should we get a move on?” 
 
    I waited for a response from either Dahlia or Memento, but none came. I furrowed my brow in worry. “I think we need to move,” I said. “I’m not standing around doing nothing until they respond. We have to look.” 
 
    Carmilla nodded, mirroring my worry on her own face. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We took off in a random direction, walking for miles. But we were quick and efficient, and soon came upon an enormous hole in the surface of the planetoid. 
 
    “This is likely a burrow,” I said. “We need to go inside, but—” 
 
    “Should we try to contact Dahlia and Memento again?” Carmilla asked, her eyes glistening with anxiety. “Before we head in? Maybe they’re still on the surface.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s what I was going to say.” I closed my eyes and focused on Memento this time. “Mimi, honey, are you out there? Can you hear me?” 
 
    That familiar voice came back, “Yeah. We were a bit preoccupied earlier. Guys, it probably goes without saying, but we’re not alone on this rock. Be careful.” 
 
    My shoulders tensed. “Are you alright? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” her voice came back. “Thanks for asking. Where are you?” 
 
    “We found a tunnel. Should we head in?” 
 
    “Let me ask Dahlia,” Memento said. There was a pause. “Can you get Dahlia back on the line?” 
 
    I chuckled and focused on Dahlia’s face in my mind. “Dolly, are you there?” 
 
    “Okay, listen, we also found a tunnel. My magic is telling me the tunnels are almost all connected, so we can safely head underground and still hope to find each other. Go for it.” 
 
    “Copy that,” I said. “We’re going in. I’ll check in with you again soon.” 
 
    “Love you,” Dolly’s voice hummed back to me. 
 
    “Love you,” Memento’s voice echoed.  
 
    “Love you, too,” I chuckled. 
 
    Carmilla glared at me. “And? Is that all?” 
 
    “Love you, too Carri. Let’s go underground.” 
 
    She grinned like a spoiled kid. “Yay!” 
 
    I was glad, at least, that the girls were keeping up their spirits, but I didn’t like being separated from them in the least. Every second I wasn’t with them, I feared something happening to them that I couldn’t prevent. They’d already established the presence of unfriendlies here, though they didn’t go into detail, and it made me nervous to think of them squaring off against those threats on their own. 
 
    We hopped into the gigantic hole, me sprouting a pair of skeletal wings to ease my descent. I couldn’t fly freely yet, but gliding was easy. It wouldn’t help much on this mission, though. Come to think of it, unless we came upon a graveyard, I was going to be pretty restricted on this Assignment, even as powerful as I was. 
 
     Carmilla just floated downward at a leisurely pace without so much as an incantation. Eventually, we reached a bottom of the pit, and the tunnels took off in several directions, with chambers and alternate tunnels linked together like some gargantuan ant colony. 
 
    “Which way do we go?” I asked Carmilla, but she only shrugged. I groaned and picked a tunnel arbitrarily, only hoping that it wasn’t taking us in the exact opposite direction of the rest of our friends, but there was no way for us to know. Neither Carmilla nor myself were any good with Divination magic. Of all of us, Randolph, Dahlia, and Brian could use it, and the rest had practically no gift for it at all.  
 
    I had some time-consuming Divination workarounds at my disposal—but those depended on the presence of spirits to exploit or carcasses to read the bones of. I sensed no spirits here, which was to be expected. Void creatures had a way of eating the souls of the dead that were left behind in their hunting grounds, and we were in the nest of a Primarch Void Worm. I could have packed a bag of holding full of bones or corpses or something, but even that wouldn’t work, as the nature of death is discarded from a body once you shift between planes.  
 
    I scolded myself, realizing far too late that I needed to pick my missions more carefully, but even that was pointless to get hung up on now. The mission briefs weren’t written for necromancers and often gave very little idea about how suitable these missions were for someone like me. I once took a mission to a graveyard, thinking I’d be able to resurrect an army of the dead, but it turned out to have been entirely exhumed centuries prior to my arrival. In the end, Uther and I had to do the quest entirely on our own, and things had looked pretty bad for a while there. 
 
    Since then, it’s true I’d worked out a little ace up my sleeve, but it was still expensive to maintain and drained a lot of power, so I needed to save it for now. Maybe in the future, it’d be easier to spam as needed, but I’d only been sure I could pull something like this off ever since my last mission with Dahlia when she’d captured the Void Dragon. I’d use it when the time was right and no sooner. 
 
    We continued traveling through the tunnels. Neither of us needed a light source as we both possessed the ability to see in near-total darkness, so we easily navigated the dark depths of the planetoid until we entered a chamber with contents that made us gasp in shock and awe. 
 
    Emerging from one tunnel, we had discovered an entire city, with buildings crafted from stone and metal. The buildings were tall, tens of stories in many cases. Their interiors emanated with a yellow luminance, and the streets below us were teeming with activity. From where we stood, our tunnel exiting at a precipice overlooking much of the city, we couldn’t discern the shapes of the people clearly, but we could see enough movement to determine that there were, in fact, people—or aliens—of some kind here. They had chariot-like vehicles drawn by what looked to be enormous bug-like creatures that I realized, after close scrutiny, were automatons of some sort, and they easily numbered in the thousands. The city sprawled out in front of us, massive and entirely unexpected. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked Carmilla. She had a dumbfounded look on her face. 
 
    “How the fuck should I know?” she asked. “Should we go back?” 
 
    I groaned at the thought. “Dolly, Memento, can you hear us?” 
 
    “I hear you,” Dahlia’s voice came back. “We’re getting close.” 
 
    “We found a city.” 
 
    Dead silence for almost five long seconds. 
 
    “Say that again?” Memento requested. 
 
    “We found a city of aliens. Be careful.” 
 
    “Oh shit, Memento, look out!” I suddenly heard Dahlia’s voice cry out in my head. I clenched my jaw and my fists in unison as I realized something very wrong had just happened. 
 
    “Mimi? Dolly?” I shouted—an uncalculated error, as I shouted out loud as well as psychically. “Are you there? What happened?!” 
 
    No response from either. I tried again. Again. Still no response. I began pacing, Carmilla trying to reassure me. 
 
    “We’ll find them, don’t worry,” she said, but her voice quivered with concern, too. 
 
    A strange, gurgly voice speaking an unfamiliar language shouted out from behind me. I spun around to face my assailant and was immediately greeted with blue laser-like blasts that struck me in the chest and in the head. The last thing I saw was the strange shape of the aliens who struck me down. Their bodies were boxy, silver and gold, robotic, but purple brains encased in glass rested where their heads should be. They had no legs or wheels but instead appeared to permanently be floating in the air thanks to some sort of almost-invisible propulsion that emitted from their undercarriage. The last thing I saw before everything went dark was a metallic multi-jointed arm extending from the front of one of the aliens in my direction. 
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     “I 
 
   
 
     don’t understand why you’re being such a bitch about it,” my dad’s voice barked at me. “We hardly ever go out as a family anymore, dammit. All we ask is one evening a month, Liam, for God’s sake.” 
 
    I seethed as I glared out the window, saying nothing, working up the perfect barb in my mind. I had saved this date for weeks, maybe months. It was Josh’s birthday party tonight, and I’d even taken the effort to write it on the family calendar.  
 
    Then, blindsiding me, my parents just last weekend had requested this night be our family night for the month. Briefly forgetting the date, I agreed, but not even two days later, when I tried to correct the record, I was flatly rejected. They’d already made the reservation, bought the tickets, etc. No turning back now, they had said, like it was some sacrosanct holiday. 
 
    My little brother squirmed uncomfortably in the front seat. He was in fourth grade but pretty tall for his age. He was going to be better looking than me, too, but not particularly academically gifted. Sports were his thing. 
 
    My mom sat in the back seat next to me. She was annoyed at me, too, I could tell, but she was far more uncomfortable with the shouting. 
 
    “All I’m saying is I settled this date with you ages ago. You are making me break my word with my best friend on his twenty-first birthday.” I tried to stay calm, for my mother’s sake, but my voice shook, on the verge of breaking into a shout. It was always like this with my dad and me. Don’t get me wrong, I love the guy to death. He’s a damn good man, but he could absolutely get on my fucking nerves from time to time. 
 
    “Well, excuuuuse me,” he said, looking back at me from the front seat. 
 
    “James, keep your eyes on the road, honey,” my mom said softly. 
 
    “Do you hate us that much, Liam? Are you that ashamed of us that it kills you to spend one night with us instead of your friends?” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake,” I groaned. Despite my best efforts, I erupted into a shout. “Why did it have to be this night?! I’m missing the biggest party of the year, my best friend’s birthday. We could do this literally any other night—” 
 
    “I already bought—” 
 
    “I know! You bought the fucking tickets! Shut the fuck—” 
 
    “Now, you watch your damn—” 
 
    “Honey, look out!” my mom’s voice cried out, but it was too late. Neither of us had been the least bit cognizant of the road, despite the fact that I was pretending to stare out my window, and suddenly the sight of a semi-truck plowing into me was my entire existence.  
 
    The world went white, and then I awoke somehow outside the wreckage. My leg was broken in several places, bone protruding bloodily from the skin. All around me was death—the death of my father, my mother, my little brother, and my innocence. I could make out bits and pieces of their mangled bodies in the ruinous disaster as I flashed into and out of consciousness. 
 
    But this was wrong. I’d seen this before. I’d moved past this. This wasn’t real. Was I dreaming? I called upon Uther. 
 
    “Uther, are you there?” I asked. 
 
    I felt his presence within me, but if he said anything in reply, it was lost on me. 
 
    I focused inward and tried to center myself. What was the last thing I could remember? Blue lasers hitting my chest. Carmilla… Oh God, was she okay?! Everything was a mess. My head hurt, but… 
 
    Suddenly I awoke. I was suspended in the air, a harness fastened to my chest, with tubes connecting to some kind of basket-shaped metal helmet that rested on my head. I looked around. Carmilla! Dahlia! Memento! They were all beside me, eyes closed, suspended in much the same fashion, with the same memory-viewing helmet on their heads, connected to strange wires and cables that snaked up into the walls and ceiling of the chamber. 
 
    I had to try to wake them up, but I didn’t want to shout, not sure if that would summon guards or get us into even more trouble. 
 
    I decided to try to hone my powers in a new way, seeing if I could visit their thoughts, forcing them to broadcast their memories to me, whatever they were reliving, so that I could communicate with them in those dreams. 
 
    I focused on Dahlia—she was the one most likely to be able to help me get the others out of here, so she was the obvious choice. 
 
    I stared at her, narrowing my eyes as I probed into her mind, and soon the real world vanished around me as I found myself reappearing as a spectator to one of her own formative memories. 
 
    A little white-haired girl with starry eyes was tied to a wooden stake at the center of a primitive-looking town. My best guess was that I was seeing medieval technology at most. It gelled with what little I’d heard of Dahlia’s world.  
 
    People crowded around the girl on the stake with brightly lit torches. The sky above was beautifully blue and purple, stars twinkling from on high, outlining a pink crescent moon that hung ominously large overhead. 
 
    All thoughts of communicating with Dahlia disappeared as I went into spectator mode. The version of Dahlia that was tied to the wooden post couldn’t have been older than twelve, maybe younger. It was still undeniably her—she had way too many distinguishing features for there to be any confusion. She screamed as men with burning torches lit the haystacks at the foot of the stake. The sound was piercingly high and rang with genuine terror. 
 
    “Please stop!” the little girl cried out. “Someone help!” 
 
    “You’re a witch!” cried out the voice of a matronly crone. “Burn the witch!” she howled, and the crowd cried out a resounding echo of the sentiment. 
 
    “I’m not a witch! I’m just a girl!” 
 
    “A girl with the eyes of a devil!” a man shouted back. “A girl who doesn’t resemble her mother in the slightest! Where are Matilla’s black tresses, Dahlia? Where are her blue eyes? And who was your father? A devil! That’s who!” 
 
    “No!” she wailed. “Please! Stop! I’m not a witch... I’m just scared!” 
 
    The crowd jeered at her words, and the hay burned, the flames starting to engulf the post and lap at the starry-eyed girl’s little bare feet. 
 
    “These bastards…” I growled, wanting to interfere in the memory, to save her, but I couldn’t. I stood stationary, watching from some fixed point above the scene but hearing every word. 
 
    Just then, the atmosphere changed. “Fine,” said the little Dahlia. “Have it your way.” She grinned an unsettling grin, and I recognized with a turn in my stomach the moment that the blackness filled her eyes. A hundred green fissures erupted from the ground, and a multitude of black, hungry tentacles emerged and instantly fixed themselves around the townspeople, picking them up, ripping them apart, constricting them, corrupting them—every person in the town met a terrible end, and little Dahlia giggled sweetly as the chaos unfolded around her. 
 
    Suddenly, a familiar long-bearded man emerged from thin air and, with a single gesture, froze the tentacles in place, staring up at the little girl on the burning stake. He stood before the stacks of burning hay and blew out the flames as though it were as easy as blowing out the candles on a birthday cake. 
 
    “Greetings, Ms. White,” the man said in a high, creaky voice. “My name is Professor Almond Culler, and I’m here to take you home.” 
 
    The world went black, and all that remained was little Dahlia and me. I was standing right in front of her, and she was unrestrained, unbound, looking up at me. 
 
    “Oh, Liam,” she said in the sweet voice of a tween girl talking to her crush. “I’m so sorry you saw that. I hope you won’t think less of me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I know you,” I smiled. “I accept this darkness in you, and honestly, I feel like you gave them a lot of off-ramps, but damn… remind me not to piss you off.” 
 
    She grinned. “Hopefully you’re smart enough to remember not to do that on your own.” 
 
    There was unmistakable darkness in my girl. Killing Rebecca and hiding it from me—that shook my trust. Killing Melody while I commanded her to let her go—that shook my faith in her. But this was different. She killed a town full of people she likely knew by name—giggling the whole time.  
 
    Somehow, though, I was okay with it. They were going to kill her, without a doubt, and she was only defending herself. If anything, I was impressed that she had given them so many chances to let her go. I guess that spoke to just how much I wanted to find reasons to trust her again. 
 
    But I knew I couldn’t. Not that easily. I could love her, but trust was something else. We’d have to work together to rebuild that, but I wouldn’t give up. I would run away with her, Carmilla, and Memento to somewhere safe if I had to. I would do whatever it took to help her banish that darkness. 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked, suddenly in her adult form again. 
 
    I took her hands. “Wake up with me,” I said, and suddenly, there we were, suspended above the ground with the weird helmets connected to our heads. She looked around and then back at me frantically. “Stay awake,” I said to her psychically. She nodded, affirming she understood. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m going to wake up the other two sleeping beauties,” I said. “Wish me luck.” 
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    manda, honey, didn’t you bring any luggage?” the old woman said. Her croaky voice filled the apartment hallway as she peered out into the corridor where her beautiful granddaughter stood. 
 
    Carmilla shook her head, “No, Nana, it’s fine. I travel light.” 
 
    “Since when?” her grandmother laughed. “That doesn’t sound like the Mandy I raised.” 
 
    I flinched at the name, recognizing it from when Carmilla opened up to me after the attack in the library, my first full day at Esoterica. I was in her memory now, and this woman was her grandmother, which means this memory… 
 
    Carmilla leaned in and gave her grandma a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek. I cringed at the sight of her so close, waiting for tragedy to strike like I knew it would—but it didn’t. Not yet. 
 
    “Oh honey, you’re so cold!” the old lady remarked as she pulled away from her grandchild’s kiss. 
 
    Carmilla immediately tried to change the subject as she walked into the home where she grew up. She looked around and smiled as she noticed how little the place had changed. The eggshell-white walls were pristine, just as she remembered them. The refrigerator sat in the dining room, which was immediately visible as she walked through the door to the apartment. Her drawings from elementary school were still affixed to the fridge doors with magnets bearing faded bible quotes. I watched her inhale deeply as she took in the sight of her home, but then her face contorted with disgust. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” she said as though she’d just caught a whiff of moldy ass. 
 
    “Spaghetti and garlic bread, honey, your favorite,” her grandma said warmly as she grabbed plates from the kitchen and set the little square table for two. “Dinner’s almost ready.” 
 
    “Oh, Nana, I forgot to tell you. I’ve developed a bit of an allergy to garlic,” she said as she held her nose. “Can you throw it out?” 
 
    “Throw it out?” The old woman sounded offended. “I don’t think you’ve ever wasted a morsel of food in your life, and now you’re asking me to throw out your dinner?” 
 
    Carmilla’s cheeks seemed to grow even paler as she frowned guiltily. Her fingers scratched at her own neck. 
 
    “Sorry, Nana, but for real, though. I can’t eat garlic.” 
 
    The old woman sighed exaggeratedly as only a parental figure could. “I’ll just put this in the Tupperware and give it to Mr. Olsen across the hall.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nana,” Carmilla said, holding her nose as her grandma brought the container holding the garlic bread from the kitchen into the dining room, where she placed it in the refrigerator. I sniggered as Carmilla seemed to breathe a bit more easily all of a sudden. 
 
    They sat down to eat, and I was surprised to watch my favorite vampire munching away happily on her spaghetti, though she didn’t eat much. After the meal was finished, she helped her grandmother clear the table, and for a while, things seemed to be going pretty damn well. I found myself filled with a sense of dread, nonetheless, because I knew that this memory was singled out for a reason, based on the other two scenes I’d witnessed so far. 
 
    They chatted happily for a while, Carmilla helping to clean the table and wash the dishes with the woman who had raised her. “Hand me that rag, Mandy,” her grandmother said all of a sudden, interrupting the conversation they had been having wherein Carmilla avoided answering any detailed questions about her life at Esoterica. 
 
    Carmilla handed a dishcloth to her grandmother, and then her eyes went wide and abruptly transitioned to full black and red. 
 
    “Here we go,” I groaned, wanting to look away, but it wasn’t an option. I wasn’t in a real body here, and I simply perceived the scene before me, unable to hide from it. 
 
    “Nana, your finger,” Carmilla said. For the moment, the old woman didn’t notice the change in Carmilla’s eyes or the fangs that were now emerging from behind her lips. The poor woman was too occupied with a cut on her hand. 
 
    “I always scrub the cans too diligently,” she chuckled. “Gashed my finger on the metal. I’ll be fine,” she smiled up at Carmilla, but then her face went pale—almost as pale as that of her granddaughter’s. “Mandy, honey, your—” 
 
    But she never got the chance to finish the sentence. Carmilla thrust her head forward, and her mouth tore into the old lady’s neck, ripping out a chunk of flesh and lapping at the spurting jugular.  
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever seen Carmilla go so feral. There was no doubt that these were the early days of her vampirism, and likely she had little to no control over her urges… but damn. I felt sick just watching. I’d witnessed a lot of horrid scenes in the last year, but this absolutely took the cake. 
 
    Carmilla took the old woman to the floor. Even as her tongue still clamored for every drop, I saw the torment setting into my lover’s eyes as it slowly dawned on her the reality of what she was doing. Bloody tears streamed down her face, but she failed to jerk her head from the bleeding wound in her grandmother’s throat. She screamed, a cry of terrible anguish and self-loathing as she continued to feast on the essence of the woman who had brought her up since she was a child. 
 
    Just then, a knock sounded at the door. 
 
    “Oh God,” I muttered. “Please let it be over.” But it was far from over. Over the course of the next twenty minutes, Carmilla savagely murdered just about every man, woman, and child on the floor of the building she had lived the majority of her life in. She knew these people. They all called her by name, recognized her even through the fangs and the blood. They died confused and afraid. 
 
    At the end of it all, Carmilla concluded the evening sitting in the fetal position in her childhood bed, her whole body practically painted red with blood. 
 
    Another knock sounded at the door, this time the door to her room. “Carmilla Tepes,” the voice said. It had a familiar quality to it. “You’ve really done it.” The door opened, and Devon, my rescuer, walked in through it. “Let’s get you home, kiddo,” he said, placing one hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “This is my home,” she sobbed. She bit at her own leg, ripping at her own flesh. 
 
    “That’s not helping anyone,” Devon said. His hand clung tightly to her shoulder even then. “This is why I told you it was a bad idea to go home.” 
 
    “I passed my test,” Carmilla protested. “The Headmistress granted me permission to leave. I thought I was ready.” 
 
    “You could keep the Void Things at bay, yes. But that doesn’t mean you were ready, Carmilla. Just Waypoint home. The police will be here any second, and there’s no point in another bloodbath.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her eyes back to normal. Sirens sounded outside, even at that moment. “Just kill me,” she said coldly. My heart throbbed for her at those words. 
 
    “I will do no such thing,” Devon laughed, but I could tell from his face he immediately regretted it. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to make light of—” 
 
    Carmilla cut him off. “Let’s just fucking go,” she said. 
 
    Devon sighed and knelt on the bed next to her, and they faded into the air. 
 
    Suddenly Carmilla was in front of me, aware of me. “Liam? Are you here with me?” 
 
    “I am,” I said. 
 
    “I really didn’t ever want you to see this,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, it’s okay, I—Wait, where are we right now?” 
 
    Our eyes fluttered open, and we were together, suspended above the ground, the metallic helmets attached to our heads, attempting to prey upon our memories. 
 
    “Carmilla!” Dahlia’s voice cried out. I looked over and saw her looking at us. “Liam, get Memento, now! I sense her memory is ending, and I don’t know what will happen to her if you aren’t there to guide her back!” 
 
    I frantically sought Memento’s mind, seizing hold of every thread of psychic connection I had with her, and I plunged inside of her thoughts and memories. I worried the approach would be invasive and painful, but I didn’t take Dahlia’s warning lightly. 
 
    Soon I was inside a cottage. The sounds of the sea outside swam through the air, and an orange horizon was visible through a window. The cottage itself was quaintly decorated. I could see no signs of electricity, but there was a gas lamp on a desk in a corner. A fireplace burned hot, around which wicker chairs and couches were purposefully placed. 
 
    At the door, a young girl with waist-length pink hair and small red horns looked outside toward the beach. 
 
    “Daddy, don’t go,” little Memento said. “You always go.” 
 
    “I always come back,” a voice said, just out of sight. The voice was absurdly deep and resonant, and it seemed even to shake the floor of the cabin as it spoke. 
 
    “Not this time,” Memento said. “I can tell. This time is different.” 
 
    I tried to focus on bringing myself to Memento’s vantage point, wanting to see her father, but by the time I had moved over to her position, the figure was already gone, and the poor little half-demon girl was sobbing sadly. “Now I’m all alone,” she moaned. 
 
    “You’re not alone,” I said, trying to reach out to Memento’s awareness. 
 
    The little version of Memento, probably about nine years old, turned around and looked up at me. “Daddy?” 
 
    “Please don’t call me that when you look like this,” I cringed, suddenly wanting to gag. 
 
     “How—” 
 
    “There’s no time,” I said. “We’re getting out of here!” 
 
    I used my psychic link with her to force her consciousness back into the real world. Now the four of us were awake, but I still didn’t have a plan to get us out of these bindings and make sure these helmets were removed without, I don’t know, scrambling out brains or whatever. 
 
    “Where the fuck are we?” Memento asked, but I had no time to respond. 
 
    As it turned out, though, I did need to do much, because only a few moments after regaining consciousness, a few of those strange cyborg aliens appeared through an oblong door directly facing us. 
 
    “Welcome to Gulgothra,” a tinny voice said. “It seems you are not our enemies after all.” 
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   W e were let down and found ourselves quickly escorted to a snaking tunnel that led to a dank and dusky subchamber. The room had a low, stalactite-ridden ceiling and was entirely unadorned, save for something resembling a table that had apparently been excavated from the ground beneath. 
 
    We stood around it, a bit awkwardly—these creatures were shaped in such a way that they apparently had no need for chairs or sitting—and waited for something to happen. 
 
    Eventually, one of the tinny-voiced aliens spoke. “You are here to dispatch the Beast that Burrows. Confirm or deny.” 
 
    I looked at my girls. The nomenclature they used was obviously in reference to the planet-scale Primarch Void Worm we were after. The girls all nodded, not to the aliens, but to me, giving me permission to talk. 
 
    “Uh, confirm.” 
 
    “You are wielders of the Eldest Profanity, confirm or deny?” 
 
    That one puzzled me. “Sorry, I am not sure what you mean by that,” I admitted through clenched muscles. Whatever they were referring to, ‘Profanity’ sounded bad. 
 
    “You are spell-slingers. Sorcerers. Wizards.” 
 
    I exhaled a relieved sigh. “Confirm.” 
 
    “You can just say yes or no,” the monotonous voice said. 
 
    “Oh. Then, yes.” I blushed a bit at that. 
 
    “We have convened with the Nexus-Mind. She has determined that safe passage is to be granted, but no aid shall be offered lest we incur the wrath of the Beast that Burrows.” 
 
    “That’s generous,” Dahlia said. “We thank you for that.” 
 
    But Memento looked dissatisfied. “But what the hell was all that memory bullshit you made us go through? You forced us to relive painful moments in our lives, and for what? I don’t fucking get it.” 
 
    I was also confused. I turned to the strange creatures in front of us, waiting for an answer. Little lights all across their bodies were glowing and flickering in strange patterns, but no sound came from them. I figured they were communicating covertly.  
 
    “Apologies. Reliving your traumatic memories allows us to understand you in a fuller context than more random memories, and the synapses fired in your brains from the forced revisitation of these experiences connect us to greater stores of information. It was from these networks and neural pathways that we determined your likely purpose here.” 
 
    “Why did you need us to confirm or deny, then?” I asked. 
 
    “Sometimes we see what we want or expect to see. Mind-viewing is more art than science.” 
 
    I nodded. “I have a lot of questions,” I admitted. “Do you have the time?” 
 
    “Our statistical engines determine that time is on our side for the duration of a single conversation with organic lifeforms,” one of them said. “Proceed with your inquiries.” 
 
    “Earlier, we couldn’t understand you. Why is that? Usually, wherever we go, our magic makes it possible for us to comprehend the speech of any sentient creature.” 
 
    “We are advanced, quasi-organic lifeforms. Our language is encrypted against machinations of the Eldest Profanity. Do you require further elaboration?” 
 
    I chuckled at their way of speaking. “No, that’s fine. Do you have a name for your kind?” 
 
    “You may refer to us as Gulgothrites,” one said, “but please do not refer to us often.” 
 
    Carmilla spoke up with her own question. “Do you get many visitors to this planet? You don’t seem all that surprised by our appearance.” It was a good point and one I hadn’t yet put together myself. 
 
    “Every thousand years or so, certainly, we have visitors. Many are like you, seeking the death of the Beast that Burrows and whatever secrets it guards.” I wished it had a face. It spoke with such a monotone that I couldn’t rightly guess at its true attitude toward us. 
 
    “What’s next?” Memento asked now. “You just let us go? Can we see your city?” 
 
    “You may not,” it said. “Continue your journey. We do not wish to directly attract the wrath or the attention of the Beast. Aiding you more directly than we already are will certainly put our city at risk. Enter there, and you will be eradicated.” 
 
    “No offense,” I chuckled, “but I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    “Why would you like to see that? It is a suboptimal outcome to this conversation for all parties.” 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech,” I laughed lightly. “It means I doubt you could take us in a fair fight.” 
 
    “Your confidence is noted. Threat level augmented. Arming.” All the little lights across its body suddenly lit up, shining red, and its mechanical graspers opened to reveal a charging pulse weapon. 
 
    “Whoa, we weren’t picking a fight,” I said, throwing my hands up. I fucking deserved that. “I was just messing around, please.” 
 
    “We are only taking precautions,” the aliens said matter-of-factly. “We are armed but not attacking.” 
 
    My muscles released a bit of tension that I hadn’t even been conscious of. I looked over at my girls, still stunning as always, but we were all a bit worse for wear. “How long were you holding us?” I asked, narrowing my eyes in sudden concern. 
 
    “Three days by your reckoning,” a tinny voice hummed back at me. Three whole days! 
 
    “Are you aware of other, uh, organic lifeforms like us on or in your planet?” Dahlia asked, suddenly worried. “Two men, like him,” she said pointing at me,” and one woman, kind of like her,” she continued, now pointing at Memento. 
 
    Memento scoffed. “Why are we alike? Because we both have horns? Because we have demon daddies?” 
 
    “Now’s not the time to get offended,” I uttered. She shrank a bit under my glare, knowing I was right. 
 
    “We are aware of other lifeforms but have not encountered them. If we see them, should we aid or exterminate them?” 
 
    “Aid!” Carmilla shouted, “Please, definitely aid them! And send them in our direction.” 
 
    I grinned. “It’s good to know that they made it here, at least. Do you have any idea how far away they are?” 
 
    “If we can sense them, they are within a day’s travel, though I cannot say in which direction they are at this time. We will seek them out and direct them toward you.” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” I replied. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Pithy expressions of gratitude are meaningless. Express your gratitude by defeating the Beast that Burrows. We have longed to be free of it for more than ten thousand years by your reckoning of time.” 
 
    “You seem tough and numerous,” I pointed out. “Why not do it yourself?” 
 
    “Impossible,” it said. “It is a mission for those who wield the Eldest Profanity. Our weapons will do nothing but irritate the creature and make it aware of us. For eons, we’ve sequestered ourselves in our city, hidden by our cloaking technology, and it serves us well enough—but the thought of freedom, of free reign over all of Gulgothra… Perhaps it’s a hopeless aspiration, but with the aid of the likes of you organic wielders of the Profane, it’s possible, even if entirely improbable.” 
 
    The conversation soon ended, and we were escorted out of the subchamber into a tunnel that forked.  
 
    “Which way do we go?” I asked, eyeing the two paths with equal wonder. 
 
    “This way,” they said, pointing down the path to the right. “The other path is unmaintained by the Beast that Burrows, and likely leads more directly into its lair, but taking that path could bring it here, where it might penetrate our cloaking technology and discover our city.” 
 
    “That would be bad for you,” I nodded, but part of me still wanted to take the more direct path. Why should I care for these people? But that thought was treacherous. Though they had invasively entered our minds and restrained us, they were trusting us now, helping us. I had to draw the line somewhere when it came to right and wrong, and I decided that betraying them would be it. 
 
    They watched us disappear into the tunnel. We all summoned our own little magical lights that glowed with our signature energies. Truth be told, Carmilla and I didn’t need the magic lights at this point, but we humored the others, who did.  
 
    Mine was a sickly green flame that hovered at the tip of my wand. Dahlia’s focus orb floated in front of her and glowed white. Memento’s eyes radiated scarlet light that acted like a flashlight. It made for a few amusing moments as everyone became acutely aware of every instance when Mimi’s eyes focused on my ass. 
 
    The cavernous tunnel was wide, tall, dark, dank, and seemingly infinitely deep. We wandered through it mostly wordlessly, afraid to speak, not knowing for certain what horrors lurked in these depths. At several points, the walls of the tunnel broke away on the sides into smaller rooms, seemingly carved by creatures roughly our size, but we ignored them for the moment, instead choosing to focus on the path ahead. 
 
    Dahlia’s eyes flickered golden all of a sudden, and she turned to me. “I can sense Randolph,” she said excitedly. But then her face soured as she focused. “But something is wrong with him. We need to hurry.” 
 
    “Randolph is down here?” I asked, confused. “How did he get past those guys?” I wonderingly gestured behind us in the direction of the cybernetic aliens we’d been released from.  
 
    “It’s possible he got by them,” Dahlia agreed, “but it’s also possible he found another way down. Anyway, he’s close. Stay vigilant.” 
 
    I said little else. We continued, our eyes scanning every inch of the cavern, looking for signs of our friend, but for the longest time, we came up with nothing but stones and walls covered in ancient dried worm-slime. 
 
    But then it happened—from the darkness, at the farthest reaches of my vision, I spotted Randolph’s body, sprawled out on the ground. 
 
    “Randy!” I shouted, pointing ahead, casting a green light on him that emanated from my extended finger so that the girls would spot him. I felt our collective relief slip away into collective fear as we realized just how still he looked as he lay there on the floor of the dusky cavernous tunnel. 
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    andy!” I shouted, clutching my friend in my arms. In that moment, seeing him lying there so helplessly, I let myself forget his betrayal. This was not the fate he deserved. He was cold and still in my arms, and I already feared the worst. “What is it? What's happened to you?” No response. 
 
    I looked all around me. We were on a bare stretch of rock-strewn sand near the edge of a precipice. The Beast that Burrows, as the aliens called it, must have turned sharply downward here when it created this tunnel ages ago. There was no sign now of the creature now, but I knew that somewhere below us, through hundreds of miles of labyrinthine passages, was an abyss in which lurked the monster itself. 
 
    But Randolph was cold and stiff in my arms, and my girls were hunched over my shoulder and kneeling at my side, as heartbroken as I was to find him in this state. 
 
    “Is he still alive?” Dahlia asked, worry plain in her voice. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, putting Randy down gently. His eyes were closed, his face pale beneath its tangle of blond hair. “But just barely, I think.” 
 
    Dahlia reached out a hand and emitted a light of healing energy, but to my dismay, Randolph's body seemed to reject it, and the light merely dissipated upon contact with him rather than enter his body as it should have. She gave up after several tries, shaking her head. 
 
    “He needs help,” she murmured. “There’s something off about his aura. We can’t do anything for him here.” 
 
    “That's not good enough, Dahlia,” I growled. “We have to do better.” 
 
    “We should Waypoint back to Esoterica,” Carmilla suggested. “This mission has already gone to shit six ways to Sunday.” 
 
    I considered it. Bailing on the mission meant we wouldn't get to come back, and, to be honest, I had no idea how far along we were. Still, the idea didn't sit well with me. “There has to be another way,” I said. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a disarming, high-pitched cackle echoing through the cavernous walls of the alien tunnels. We all turned our heads toward it, startled by the sound. It came again, followed by a muffled voice from farther off. 
 
    “I can help him,” it said. “I can wake him.” 
 
    I squinted my eyes suspiciously into the darkness from where the sound had come. “Uther,” I said, summoning my familiar. “Check that out for me,” I commanded. 
 
    Uther appeared and then disappeared from sight again as he jumped from the precipice to find whatever had made the noise. 
 
    “Oh, he's so cuuute!” the voice said, and to my utter shock, Uther emerged, clawing his way back up from the pit, the ghost of Melody hovering over his back, pretending to ride him. 
 
    My eyes practically bulged from my head, but Dahlia's look was something else entirely. Her face ran the gamut of all possible human expressions, lingering especially long on guilt and fear. 
 
    “How is she alive?” Dahlia asked in a tone that hugged the line between relief and annoyance. 
 
    Melody frowned at her. “Hellooo, do I look alive to you, slut?” She floated up off of the fox's back, hovering in the air, her hair floating around her like a cloud. Her skin was transparent, and everything about her was tinged and glowing blue. She looked oddly beautiful in her ethereal form, like a star fallen to earth. 
 
    “She’s a ghost, isn’t she?” Memento asked in disbelief, her chest heaving in shock. “How did she follow us here?!” 
 
    “How is she a ghost at all?” Carmilla asked, leaning against my shoulder and tapping her chin thoughtfully. “A ghost as lucid as she seems to be is practically unheard of.” 
 
    “Talking about me like I'm not even here is super fucking rude, you stupidly hot neck-biting tramp,” she groaned. “Shit! I shouldn't have shown myself.” 
 
    “Wait, wait!” I said as she turned to vanish. “You said you can help?” 
 
    She looked back at me. “Yeah, I can help him,” she said. “Look at the wall next to him. Shine your lights directly on it.” 
 
    We did as we were told. At first, it just looked like a cavern wall, like any other on this godforsaken rock hurtling through space, but I noticed something different on closer inspection. 
 
    “What's this residue?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    “Hey there, murderer. It’s a side effect of possession,” Melody whispered, like a child who knew a secret she was only too eager to tell. “I was here when he puked it up. Something got inside him,” she said, pointing at Randolph. “I didn’t see it happen. I just watched him succumb to it.” 
 
    I touched him again. His body was still cold to the touch and a bit wet and sticky, too. Earlier, I hadn't thought anything of it, writing it off as sweat. But now, I realized that the consistency of the fluid coating his skin was in line with the stuff on the walls. He’d puked up a lot of that shit. Something powerful had gotten into him. 
 
    “So you said you can help him, right?” I asked. “So do it.” 
 
    “Will you let me join you?” she asked, batting her eyelashes. I could feel Dahlia seething behind me at the mere suggestion. 
 
    “No,” Dahlia said curtly. “How do we know we can trust her?” 
 
    “What a fucking mean girl,” Melody pouted, blowing a wisp of hair out of her ghostly face. She sighed and then shrugged, drifting back down to the ground.  
 
    “Then he fucking dies, I guess, Dahlia,” said Memento. “Are you really in a position to make decisions about Melody?” 
 
    “We don't have time for this shit,” Carmilla snapped. 
 
    “He's dying, and we can save him if we hurry,” Melody replied, crossing her arms over her breasts. Even as a ghost, her elbows smashed them together, creating a delightful valley of cleavage that I would have been happy to appreciate on better days. But there was no time for that. 
 
    I cleared my throat and cast a stern look at Dahlia before speaking. “Melody, if you want to join us, just join us. Welcome aboard,” I said. “Now help Randy.” 
 
    She grinned, her petite body curling and twisting with excitement as she tumbled through the air. She flew over to Randolph's body, and I watched in shock as the sexy little ghost disappeared inside his body. A few seconds passed, and nothing happened. I feared we'd lost them both, but suddenly, without warning, Randolph shot up, his skin even pastier than before, and he immediately vomited up another mass of black goo that pooled on the ground beside him. It smelled awful, like rot and decay. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I cried out, dropping to my knees beside him. “Am I talking to Randolph or Melody?” 
 
    In a cracking, dry voice, I heard, “Who the fuck is Melody?” 
 
    The ghost girl appeared again, flying out of his back. I had more time to look at her now. She was wearing a blue dress that was essentially a negligee, sheer, and cutoff high above the knee. She was barefoot and wore no jewelry, but she had iron shackles on either of her wrists and a matching collar on her neck, though the chain between them seemed broken 
 
    With the exception of the shackles, this was the outfit she wore when Dahlia had killed her. Her petite figure reminded me a lot of Carmilla’s, but her breasts were a bit smaller, and her waist even thinner. Her hair was a bluish-white now, and it flowed in a way that reminded me of those videos of female astronauts I had watched in high school Astronomy class. She was gorgeous. Honestly, being a ghost didn’t hurt her attractiveness in the least. 
 
    “You're fucking welcome,” she grinned, crossing her arms as she stared at me as I helped Randolph slowly to his feet. “So what’s the deal with these three chicks, Liam?” 
 
    I squinted at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are all three of them, like, your cocksleeves or something?” 
 
    “He’s a Harem-Magus,” Carmilla said, trying to brush things along as we all shifted our focus to Randolph. 
 
    “No shit!” 
 
    Dahlia remained silent, but her fists were balled tightly. I gave her a disapproving glare, and she shrank beneath it, nodded, and loosened up a bit. Carmilla and Memento noticed the short interaction. 
 
    “Randolph? I have so many questions right now,” I started. “And I don't know who to ask first.” 
 
    “Ask someone else,” Randolph coughed. “I'm still adjusting.” 
 
    I looked at Melody. “How the hell are you here, anyway?” 
 
    She frowned. “Turns out I'm your ghost.” 
 
    “My ghost? What the hell do you mean?” 
 
    She looked away nervously in a way that made me think that if her face wasn't entirely made up of ethereal blue light, she'd be blushing. “The spell you used to revive me, with the Headmistress, it bound me to you,” she said. She held up her wrists, and I noticed for the first time that the chains on her shackles pointed to me. “I-I have nowhere else to go, and I can't die. All I can do is be yours. You fucking dick.” 
 
    “Be his? Seems unearned,” Dahlia muttered. We both chose, wisely, to ignore her. 
 
    I nodded. “That makes sense. But you still seem to have free will,” I said. “That's good, right?” 
 
    “I guess,” she mused, “though if you command me directly, I have a feeling I'll be obsessed with carrying out whatever you tell me to do, and everything I want to say is for your benefit.” She swallowed hard. “See, like that. Why should I tell you that? But all I can think to do is to be of help to you.” 
 
    Carmilla chuckled. “Liam, can a ghost join the harem?” 
 
    I felt heat rush to my face at her quip, but honestly, I was wondering much the same thing. “Melody, how long have you been here?” 
 
    “I have been, like, kind of, sort of stalking you since you resurrected me in this form,” she confessed, playing with her ghostly hair. “I followed you into the portal, and I... I think I was the one who fucked everything up.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Of course!” I shouted. “You count as a person, and we had too many people go through the portal, which threw off our starting locations and made the portal unstable! That's how we all got separated!” 
 
    “Guys?” Randolph's voice suddenly piped in. “I still don't feel so good,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. “I know,” I said. “Ride Uther's back for now, if you can hold on. Otherwise, I'll carry you.” 
 
    We descended down the dark tunnel into unfamiliar depths, and I tried not to let my mind wander as I held on tight to Randy’s limp body. It turned out he was so weak, he couldn't even stay on Uther's back without almost immediately falling off. I did my best to stay hyper-fixated on the task of keeping Randolph safe as we continued on our mission, encouraged by the fact that at least we had found him, and he was alive. 
 
    The farther we traveled into the passages, the darker it became. The air was thick with the scent of stagnant air and an increasingly organic scent, like the odor of an earthworm mingling with the stink of a skunk—foul stuff. 
 
    To make things worse, the Void energy here was rampant, so much so that we had to use a higher concentration of our magic to maintain the light spells we were all using. 
 
    As we moved further in, I began to notice more of what seemed like small animal tracks along the walls and floor. “Take a look at this,” I said, pointing at the tracks. “Living things down here aside from us.” 
 
    “What are they?” Carmilla asked curiously as she bent over to examine the prints. 
 
    “I don't know,” I admitted, standing behind her for my own purposes. “Melody, any ideas?” 
 
    “Why would she know?” Dahlia snapped, her eyes flickering to inky black. 
 
    The ghost girl shrugged. “Because I'm a ghost, and I can fly around and shit. You bitch.” 
 
    Dahlia glared at her but said nothing. 
 
    “Anyway, to answer the question, no, I don't know what else is down here. But I'll scout ahead if you want,” she offered. 
 
    I nodded. “You do that.” I turned to Memento, noticing her crestfallen expression. “You've been quiet recently,” I noted, crouching down beside her. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    She didn't look at me. “No,” she said. “I got separated from my flesh golems, but I can still feel them. They're somewhere, and it's killing me not to know where.” 
 
    I placed my hand reassuringly on her shoulder. “We’ll find them, Mimi,” I said, and I leaned in and planted a kiss on her forehead. “We’ll find everyone.” 
 
    We proceeded as long as we could until our minds bent and broke at the sameness of each passageway. Even Dahlia’s divination prowess was no good in a place this labyrinthine and rife with Void energy. Exhausted, we all decided at last to take a break. 
 
    Setting up camp for the night, Carmilla conjured improvised tents that should effectively hide and protect us from any creatures that wandered past unless they were specifically looking for us. In addition to that, we had Melody. 
 
    “Turns out ghosts don’t need sleep,” she said, her voice a little sad. “Who knew?” 
 
    “Makes sense to me,” I said, feeling more empathy than pity given the fact that I had the same problem these days. “Are you sure you’re up to the task?” 
 
    “Sure,” she nodded. “I can keep watch, you asshole.” 
 
    Dahlia pulled me aside as I wrapped up that conversation. “I don’t trust her,” she said, forcing my eyes to roll almost independently of my desire for them to do so. “Don’t look at me like that. She almost killed you, baby. Don’t forget.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” I said. “But take a look at her now.” She glared at the ghost girl. “She’s shackled to me. Surely with your auras, you can see it. Her energy is already entwined with mine. I can command her like any minion if I want to. Even if we couldn’t trust her before, I don’t think she’s capable of doing anything other than my bidding now.” 
 
    Dahlia sighed. “You’re right,” she admitted. “I just don’t like that she stabbed you.” 
 
    “Please don’t kill her again,” I groaned. 
 
    She looked worrisomely thoughtful. “I wouldn’t know where to start,” she admitted. “Not sure how to kill a ghost.” Then she broke into a grin. “Relax, I’m joking.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Good. Please don’t plot to murder my minion,” I pleaded. 
 
    Dahlia looked over at me. “I won’t,” she said. “But if she steps out of line even a little bit, I hope you’ll dismiss the haunted hussy.” 
 
    “I will, if it comes to that,” I nodded. “But I know it won’t. Give her a chance.” 
 
    “I honestly want you to be right,” Dahlia said, cupping my cheeks, her soft breasts tightly pressed against my chest. “At least, part of me does. You need to grow stronger, and you need more girls under your power to do that. So here’s me saying I hope it works out.” She leaned in to kiss me—for a moment, I thought about rejecting her to make a point, but fuck it, she was showing signs of improvement, and I wanted to acknowledge that. Her tongue circled my lips for less than half a second before it entered my mouth. 
 
    “I’m still on your back, dude,” Randolph said weakly. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Sorry, man.” I said. “Forgot you were there.” 
 
    “No worries. Dahlia, you smell nice.” 
 
    “Thank you, Randolph.” 
 
    My head turned as a blue impression poked at the corners of my vision. There she was, Casper the Sexy Ghost herself, apparently gawking as Dahlia and I made out. Her mouth hung open, but she quickly clamped her jaw shut and turned her head as she realized I’d noticed her. I smirked. 
 
    Shaking that little revelation off, I turned back to Dahlia. “Can you sense Brian and Evelyn yet?” 
 
    She nodded. “A little. They can’t be far, but the nature of this place makes Divination hard.” 
 
    I nodded. “Not far is good. I can live with that for now.” 
 
    We rested. We all agreed that Melody had done a solid job of scouting ahead and keeping watch, and since she couldn’t sleep, she might as well act as a sentry for us while we slumbered in Carmilla’s conjured dome-like barrier. Despite my many worries, I was able to relax, though I never slept. As a direct result, I immediately noticed when, in the middle of the night, I was visited by the sensation of an airy coldness hovering over my lips. 
 
    I opened my eyes, and there she was, definitely not doing a great job keeping watch at the moment. Melody’s eyes were closed, and her spectral lips were pressed against me. I could only feel chilled air where her lips overlapped with mine, and I was immediately hit with a sense of profound sadness, realizing what it likely meant for her. 
 
    The poor girl was desperate to be touched. She was trying to force a kiss on me in my sleep, and yet she couldn’t even do that. Her eyes were closed and leaking ghostly tears that dripped from her eyes and fell through my body. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered softly, my eyes looking into hers, waiting for them to open. They went wide when she realized I was awake. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” she whispered, flying up a few feet to put distance between us. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. “You mind telling me what that was about?” 
 
    She frowned. “I’ve never been kissed,” she whispered back, looking around to make sure no one else was paying attention. 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. “Never? Not even in Esoterica?” 
 
    “Especially not there. Have you seen the female-to-male ratio? It’s extremely unfavorable for us girls,” she said. 
 
    “Straight girls,” I pointed out, chuckling quietly. “Let’s chat outside the dome,” I said, looking around. “I don’t want to wake them up,” I added, pointing at everyone but especially thinking of Dahlia. 
 
    Melody’s face both figuratively and literally lit up. “You want to talk to me?” she asked in a hushed voice, surprised and excited. “Okay!” 
 
    I followed her outside and sat on the ground a few paces away from the dome. We could speak freely here, as we would seem silent to anyone on the inside, though they could see us if they woke up. 
 
    “So what was that about?” I asked. “The kiss, I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I was… attracted to you before. I mean, before your junkyard dog of a girlfriend killed me.” She noticed my face sink when she referred to my soulmate that way. “I’m sorry, but she kind of deserves that.” 
 
    I nodded. “She is complicated, for sure,” I agreed, thinking back to the memory I witnessed not long ago and the murder of Rebecca. “And she definitely fucked up in killing you. I messed up, too. I should’ve found a way to stop her. I tried, but I never thought it’d come to that. I wasn’t ready.” 
 
    “And so you let her hurt me?” she asked, her eyes suddenly looking very cold. 
 
    “I know. You have the right to hate me.” I hung my head shamefully at the memory of her slaughter at the hands of one of my girls. “That whole thing…was a nightmare. And what came after wasn’t any better.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “What came after?” 
 
    I blinked as vague but potent memories slammed back into my skull. “She didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Who? The Headmistress?” 
 
    “Yeah. She sent me to Hell for punishment. I was there for a month, local time.” 
 
    Her jaw gaped open, and her eyes glowed in shock. “Whoa. That’s why you look so fucked up. I forgive you, then,” Melody said, smiling sweetly. I looked back up at her, a bit surprised. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can stay mad at you,” she admitted, twirling her ghostly tresses around as she continued to penetrate me with her gaze. “I think I’m loyal to you whether I want to be or not. Besides, it sounds like you’ve suffered enough.” 
 
    “That sounds rough for you, too,” I frowned. “I didn’t mean for the spell to work like that. The Headmistress made me cast it.” 
 
    “I know,” Melody cooed. “She thought I would be more... independent. Now I’m just another girl in your collection.” 
 
    She made it sound horrendous, made me feel like more of a monster than I already did. “I can try to set you free when this is over,” I said. “I can maybe find a way to release your soul, let you go to the afterlife or whatever if you want that.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I don’t want that.” 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    “I want to find a way to have a body again. And I want to be the best duelist in the multiverse.” She averted her eyes, showing me the side of her head as though she were blushing. “That’s stupid, though, I know. Just a personal goal.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid,” I smiled at her. “I think it’s great that you have a goal. I’d be happy to help you reach it. Hell, I’m sure I’ll be able to. Just a matter of time.” 
 
    She beamed back at me with a soft smile. She reached out to me to caress my cheek. Her fingers went through me, and she teared up at the sight and sensation of it. Her fingers inside of me felt like ice, and I shuddered a bit at the ghostly contact. 
 
    She inhaled deeply. “Can I tell you one more thing I want?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Tell me. What can I do for you? I’ll do anything in my power as long as you’re mine.” 
 
    “I want to get fucked. By you, specifically.” 
 
    I blinked as my head jerked in surprise from the request. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’ve never even been kissed or hugged by a boy. I want you to find a way to kiss me, suck my tits, eat my pussy, fuck me… hell, fuck my ass. I want to experience it all, Liam. I died too soon, and now… maybe you’ve seen the real deal, but this is my hell. Floating around, staring at a hot guy I feel compelled to be in love with, without even being able to touch him, or even guess what it’d be like if I could...” 
 
    I looked at her blankly, my mouth hanging open as I fumbled to respond. 
 
    “Just say you’ll find a way,” she said after a pause. 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll find a way.” 
 
    “To fuck me,” she continued, moving her face so close that our lips almost touched. “Say it. Whole thing.” 
 
    “I promise I’ll find a way to fuck you.” 
 
    She smiled, hovering over me so that it was just like she was straddling my lap. “Thank you,” she said. “For now, can I just pretend?” 
 
    I cocked my head, tugging a bit at my collar, suddenly starting to feel a little hot despite the cold air emanating from the ghostly girl in front of me. “Pretend how?” 
 
    She grinned mischievously, an adorable expression on her bright face. Her blue negligee faded away before my eyes, and she was naked and nubile from head to toe. “Mmmmmm,” she moaned, grinding her hips against my crotch, but all I could feel was cold air where her pussy was. 
 
    “Jerk yourself off,” she said. “Please? You can shoot your load through me.” 
 
    I looked back at the dome just to make sure there was no sign of us being imminently interrupted. Satisfied, I nodded and obediently pulled my dick out of my pants and started pumping it. I bit my lip and groaned, but thanks to the image of her writhing nudity inches in front of my face, I didn’t have to work very hard to get Little Liam up to task. 
 
    “Mmmmm yeah, that’s the stuff,” she cooed. “Do it just like this,” she said, performing the motion with her own hands. “And twist it a bit. Imagine my tongue on it, what that would feel like.” She moaned as her tongue flailed outside her mouth theatrically and her hands tried to surround my own, play-acting that she was helping with the task. 
 
    I did as instructed. It felt amazing in my mind. I tried to imagine feeling her soft lips wrapped around my shaft. I imagined my hands running over her tight, petite, ballerina-like body and sucking on her perky little tits. My eyes were laser-focused on her slit now. She moaned lewdly at the sight of my hand working up and down my cock, and gasped when she noticed a bit of precum gracing the tip. 
 
    She slipped her hand between her legs. “Let me join you,” she said, rubbing her slit with focus and purpose. Her fingers worked furiously against her pussy lips. She floated upward so her crotch was at eye level with me. “Do you like it?” 
 
    I grunted a reply in the affirmative, letting my wrist do most of the talking as I upped the pace. She spread her ghostly blue pussy lips open, and I had a clear view into the tunnel of her womanhood. 
 
    “It’s so small compared to your big cock,” she groaned, holding it open with one hand while the other rubbed her clit. “I wonder if we will even be able to get you inside. We may need to try a shrinking spell.” 
 
    “We’ll fucking manage,” I promised as I consumed the sight of her lascivious body. “No shrinking, please.” 
 
    “Good,” she moaned, giggling and upping the pace of her clit-flicks. The fingers on her other hand plunged into her tight little pussy as she brought her body down so that her sex was only an inch away from my own. “Mmmm, I want it inside me, Liam.” 
 
    “Use your imagination,” I grunted. “That’s what I’m doing.” 
 
    “And? Is it working?” she asked, her eyes closed as she continued to fuck herself. “You gonna cum for me?” 
 
    I didn’t respond. Both of us were getting close. Her breathing was getting heavier by the second, and soon her eyes rolled back into her head. “Aww yeah, Liam, fuck my little virgin pussy,” she moaned, living out the fantasy in her mind. “Let me feel that cock in my tight unexplored cunt!” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I groaned, my breath ragged as I pumped my own cock with her ghostly pussy hovering over it, her spectral girl juice dripping onto it but falling through my body into the ground. I practically whined, expressing my desire to know what her pussy really felt like, smelled like, tasted like. 
 
    Watching her touch herself as she floated over me only heightened my arousal, making me harder than I’d been in a while. I could feel my cum brewing within my balls. The pressure built rapidly until finally, I couldn't hold back any longer. I shot load after load into her body, but it just flew through her ethereal figure and splattered on the ground behind her. 
 
    She howled loudly in her own pleasure. Melody, too, was writhing in orgasm as we both came together. I collapsed onto the ground, exhausted from my exertions, and she just floated over me. 
 
    We lay there for some time afterward, catching our breaths. Then, when all was silent again, she whispered a question. 
 
    “Do you like me?” 
 
    My answer was immediate. “Yes.” I had to chuckle at the innocence of the question juxtaposed against the perversion of what we’d just done. 
 
    She smiled at me warmly, her face practically nose-to-nose with me. “Thank you,” she said, licking her lips as she stared into my eyes. “That makes me a little gladder.” As she backed off slightly, I was a bit sad to see her clothes reappear on her body, but I was happy I got to cum and doubly thankful that that also meant cheering up the new girl. “You’re still a dick, though, for letting the girl with the freaky eyes kill me.” 
 
    “Fair.” 
 
    After tonight, I was certain. I would have her in my harem. I would find a way, even if I had to travel to abysses of the Outer Gods beyond time and space, to give that girl the dicking she needed and deserved. Dahlia, and anyone else who doubted her, would just have to deal with it. I went back into the dome and lay down. Carmilla rolled over beside me and placed her head on my chest, gazing into my eyes. 
 
    “Did you fuck her?” 
 
    “I can't. Ghost body.” 
 
    She sighed as her face nuzzled me. “Bummer. We'll figure it out.” 
 
    I kissed her on the forehead and brushed her raven-black hair with my fingers until the next disturbance.

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-17 
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   A nother midnight interruption was only minutes away, and later on, I would look back on it with retrospective gratefulness that it hadn’t occurred while my horny ghost and I were engaging in our mutually satisfying... activity. 
 
    Melody flew back into the dome and whispered in my ear. “Liam,” she said breathily, “Someone’s approaching the dome.” 
 
    “What?! Can they see it?” 
 
    “No, but there are two of them, and I’ve seen the man around Esoterica before. I think he’s your friend.” 
 
    My heart practically bounded out of my chest. “Everyone, wake up!” 
 
    The girls stirred awake quickly, sitting up straight and rubbing the sleep out of their eyes, with the exception of Carmilla. I suspected she only ever pretended to sleep for our benefit ever since she became a True Vampire. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dahlia asked, looking the groggiest out of the bunch. 
 
    “Brian’s outside!” I said, pointing to the approaching shadows in the distance. Sure enough, Brian and Evelyn walked right by us, and I could see them chatting, looking around. Brian’s third eye no doubt detected our dome, but he and Evelyn couldn’t actually see it. 
 
    I rushed out of the dome and tackled the beefy bastard to the ground. “Brian! Thank God you’re alive!” 
 
    Evelyn cleared her throat. The girls all rushed out of the dome and similarly pounced on her, giving her the warmest of greetings. Only Randolph lingered in the dome, unable to move on his own. 
 
    “Sweet Yog-Sothoth!” Brian growled in my ear as he returned my embrace. “What a fucking relief. We’ve been searching for fucking ages, mate.” 
 
    “Where’s Randy?” Evelyn said, her joy suddenly shifting to worry. 
 
    We all looked at each other, recalling the relationship that she had established with the blond rogue ahead of the mission. Dahlia spoke first. “Prepare yourself. He’s in rough shape, honey,” she said. “He’s in the dome.” 
 
    Suddenly, I could tell that the dome was made visible to them. “Rough shape?” Brian said, standing back up. “What the hell does that mean? He’s going to be alright, yeah? 
 
    Memento spoke up. “I’ve been checking on him since we found him. I was casting spells, diagnostics, really, while everyone else was sleeping, too. Something is very wrong with him. He’s sick, dying, and there’s something powerful and eldritch inside him.” 
 
    I blinked, as this level of detail was new to me, too. “Dying? Can we reverse it?” 
 
    “Let me see him,” Brian said sternly. Evelyn could say nothing, but she grunted an agreement and put on a brave face. 
 
    I escorted the two of them into the dome, and immediately Brian dropped to his knees to pick Randolph up in his arms. “Randy!” he started sobbing immediately as he cradled his best friend’s cold, clammy, unnaturally pale body in his arms. “Oh God, no, Randy. Look how they massacred my boy.” 
 
    Evelyn was shaking, kneeling on the other side from where Brian was holding him, and she just stroked his hair with a stiff wrist, as though she were afraid she’d break what was left of Randolph if she touched him even a bit too roughly. 
 
    “How long has he been like this?” Brian asked, sniffling. 
 
    “We found him less than a day ago,” I answered. “But based on what Memento said, I think we are going to need to figure something out here and now before we consider moving forward.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “Yeah, agreed. We can’t let him suffer like this. We can’t—” 
 
    “We won’t let him die, Liam,” Evelyn said, eyeing me seriously. “You’re not thinking of that, are you?” 
 
    I almost got angry at the suggestion. “First of all,” I said, “How dare you? He’s my friend, too, and I’ve been carrying him on my back ever since we found him.” 
 
    “Are you his friend?” she asked, fully aware of the unspoken tension between us. 
 
    She continued to glare at me, but before I could respond, Memento interrupted us as she charged into the dome. “Guys,” she said suddenly. “I have an idea, but Brian, you’re not going to be in love with it.” 
 
    “I’ve only got one love, and that’s Raven, my crow,” he said, flashing a forced smile. “Name it, Memento.” 
 
    “Raven is a fucking stupid name for a crow,” I heard Melody mutter to herself off on the sidelines. 
 
    Memento looked at Randolph. “Truth is, I thought of it before, but now it’s possible since you're here,” she said, looking back at Brian. “I need the core in your heart, and I’ll have to destroy your arm—but I think I can give Randolph supernaturally powerful regenerative abilities, at least temporarily, and that might help him recover and maybe even force out or weaken whatever thing is inside him.” 
 
    “Maybe?” I asked, my voice weighty with skepticism. “And what if it can’t?” 
 
    She shrugged. “We can only speculate, but the way I see it is either we help Randolph, or we don’t. Option A, he has a chance to survive, but Brian’s down an arm. Option B, he dies in the next few hours, at best, but Brian keeps his arm. So, take your pick.” 
 
    “I’m going to go with Option A,” Brian said without hesitation. “Take the arm. We can always get another one when this nightmare is over.” 
 
    “You’re giving up your arm? Again?” Evelyn gasped. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Why thank me?” Brian asked, genuinely seeming perplexed. “I love you, Eve, but this is about Randy. I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “I know,” she sobbed quietly. “I’m sorry, I just—I was already losing hope. Just look at him.” 
 
    As she said it, Randolph, lying on his back, coughed up some black bile that started growing tiny purple tendrils as it settled on his chin. Brian instantly turned Randy onto his side, and he spewed out more eldritch goop. 
 
    “That can’t be a good sign,” Brian said. “We need to do this now.” 
 
    “I don’t have any potions or anesthetics,” Memento cautioned. “Someone can try to cast some spells to distract you or put you to sleep, but it won’t be like last time. You are definitely going to feel this.” 
 
    Brian nodded bravely, but I could see his Adam’s apple throb as he swallowed hard. “No problem, Morikawa. Do your worst.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” she grinned, pulling out her tools. 
 
    “I’m going to go outside,” Evelyn said with a shudder as a scalpel appeared in Memento’s hand. “I can’t watch this.” 
 
    I remembered some of my own abilities, though they were mostly untested, especially in situations like this one. “I know a spell, Brian. I can put you into a death-like coma, and any kind of healing magic will wake you up.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” he smiled, suddenly looking relieved. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Memento said, holding up a hand just as I was about to start casting the spell. “I know that spell, too, Liam, and it won’t work. The golem core in his heart will try to heal him immediately, and it’ll just wake him right back up.” 
 
    I slammed the dome’s invisible barrier with my fist. “Fuck,” I said. “Of course. I’m sorry to get your hopes up, man.” 
 
    “No sweat,” Brian said, his face going pale again from the apparently inescapable reality that this was not going to be easy. 
 
    “Best thing I can do is restrain you and try to cast some sleeping spells, and just cast them again whenever you wake back up, but even that might not work,” Carmilla offered, having walked in just as Evelyn walked out. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, not really knowing any sleep spells myself. Sleep spells were mostly enchantment magic—Carmilla’s forte. 
 
    “Brian might be too strong for me to affect. Being magic users around the same mana level, things can be tricky.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right.” I could have puzzled that one out on my own if I thought back to my theory lessons with the Headmistress. “That makes sense. Well, Brian, in the worst case scenario, I can apparently just turn you into a ghost, so there’s that.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” he groaned. “Oh, and while we’re on topic, who the hell is that blue chick flying around?” 
 
    I sighed. “I’ll explain later.” 
 
    Memento got the procedure ready. ‘Procedure’ was a generously clinical descriptor for what basically amounted to her strapping him down in conjured chains and bondage equipment, cutting his chest open, and carving the magical stone—the golem core—out of his chest. 
 
    Phase two was essentially repeating the process with Randolph, who had mercifully fallen unconscious on his own. The primary difference, of course, was that the goal of that part was to give him the core rather than strip it away. 
 
    I watched anxiously, helping Memento to handle tools when necessary, but the whole process turned out to be far more terrible than we’d hoped, as Brian simply could not be put to sleep with Carmilla’s magic, and nothing else seemed to work. The best I could do was use magic to manipulate his soul into the air above him so that he might feel more detached from the pain. It seemed to work to an extent, but the memory of that pain would surely be absorbed into his soul when it reunited with his body. Still, a cold memory of pain experienced almost secondhand was preferable to living through the real thing, I hoped. Afterward, I would try the Sleep of Death spell to stave off the pain as he healed. 
 
    When things got particularly nasty, I stepped outside to check on the others. Everyone was sitting in a circle, chatting and sharing stories of what they’d endured in the last few days. That stopped, though, when they caught sight of me exiting the dome. 
 
    “How’s everything going?” Evelyn said hopefully. 
 
    “It’s really ugly in there, but it’s going fine,” I said as calmly as I could, wearing a brave face for them. “I can confirm that nothing looks particularly off so far, having seen this done before, so there’s that to take comfort in for now.” 
 
    Evelyn smiled weakly at me. “I’m sorry I was snappy earlier, love,” she said. “You’re a good friend to all of us. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I said, shrugging and smiling back at her. “Tensions are high. I get it. Everything okay out here?” 
 
    Carmilla nodded. She had excused herself from the dome immediately after her sleep spell failed, not wanting to get in the way. In truth, it was better for her to be out here, keeping Evelyn and the others calm. 
 
    “Everything is all good, babe. I think we will probably have to be here for a while, but it’s a decently defensible spot, thanks to her,” she said, gesturing to Melody, who was returning from yet another scouting mission. 
 
    “Some creepy man-sized bugs over that way, but nothing too scary.” 
 
    “That’s what Memento and I ran into when we first got here, Liam,” Dahlia said. “Thanks, Mel.” That surprised everyone except for Evelyn, who had no context for the animosity between them. 
 
    Melody blinked at her, her mouth dropped in awe for a second at the gracious reply and the unexpected pet name. “Don’t mention it, Dolly,” she winked back. 
 
    I smiled. Dahlia turned her head to me and blinked demurely, no doubt seeking my approval. I gave it with a warm smile and a nod. “Good girl,” I mouthed at her. 
 
    A few minutes later, Memento came pouring out of the dome. “Uhh, Liam, you’re going to want to be here for this,” she said anxiously. I charged back into the dome behind her. 
 
    To my delight, Randolph was sitting up straight, and Brian, whose chest had been stitched shut and patched up with some rudimentary healing magic, in addition to his own regenerative powers, was stirring uncomfortably beside him, just beginning to wake. 
 
    To my horror, though, Randolph turned his head to look at me, and his eyes were a horrible shade of purple that rent at my sanity to look into. I felt my mind reeling from staring straight into the violet orbs and quickly averted my gaze from them as though I’d stared into the sun. 
 
    Then he spoke in a deep voice that was decidedly not his own. 
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   R andolph’s purple eyes pierced into my mind. “Who dares?” the deep, gurgly, echoing voice said. It resonated powerfully, shattering the dome around us so that everyone was now suddenly a part of the conversation. 
 
    Save for Randolph and Brian, we all instinctively covered our ears as the sound of the profane voice ripped right through us. We couldn’t react or ask for clarification because we were all singularly focused on the maddening pain the tones of the speaker brought. 
 
    Nevertheless, the voice persisted after a brief pause. “Who dares inconvenience me?” The sound of the voice broke the dome, and suddenly the whole scene was on display for everyone to see. Surprised and horrified faces were all I saw as my head whipped around to make sure they were all okay. They weren’t. 
 
    I felt blood leaking from my nose, ears, and eyes as the voice continued. “Stop!” I shouted. “You’re killing us!”  
 
    When I looked around to confirm, my fears were realized—blood was oozing from the facial orifices of everyone, save for Randolph and Melody, though Mel didn’t seem to be enjoying herself, either. Her ghostly form was vibrating as though it might fizzle out of existence at any moment. 
 
    The eyes focused on me. “One must suffer,” it said, this time broadcasting directly into my mind. “Shall it be you? Shall you be the one to bear my word?” 
 
    I nodded as my vision turned red. “Yes,” I said. “Keep them out of it.” 
 
    “Very well. You have disturbed my possession of this body,” the voice bellowed directly into my brain. “You have opposed the will of Nyarlathotep, Messenger of the Outer Gods, and Bringer of the Universal Fall. Withdraw this core from my chest.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not your chest,” I said. “It belongs to Randolph.” 
 
    The eyes burned less brightly for an instant as whatever malevolent being was behind that voice seemed to withdraw into itself for a moment in search of something. 
 
    “Randolph Carter III,” it said. “This is the name of my vessel.” 
 
    “It’s the name of my friend.” 
 
    “Randolph is alive and well in me,” the voice said. “His body shall have the glory of ending countless universes across all realities. We shall be known as the Herald of the End.” 
 
    “I don’t think he would love that,” I winced, still holding my ears as blood continued to flow. Everyone else, though, kept a distance, except for Dahlia and Melody, who rushed to my side to support me—well, Melody tried, but of course, her fingers merely went right through me. 
 
    “Liam, this looks really bad from my end,” she said, whimpering at the sight of all the blood on me. 
 
    Dahlia’s eyes went wide and black as she held me by the waist, trying to hold me up. “He’s an Avatar of an Outer God!” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like this aura!” 
 
    “Nyarlathotep,” I nodded. “That’s his name. I know.” I turned my focus back on the creature, which was now standing up. “Please,” I pleaded, “let us have our friend back.” 
 
    “But your friend was the one who summoned me, using profane eldritch magics. He no doubt sought to dominate me, but he knew the risks. And here we are.” 
 
    The idiot. He probably used his share of the Elder Orbs to summon this thing. Cocky bastard. 
 
    Randolph’s vacant face studied me for ten long seconds before the voice once again bellowed into my head, “But then again, the time has not yet come. The stars are not yet right. Your friend can continue to live his life, on one condition,” it said. 
 
    I groaned as I spoke. “I’ll hear you out, but I’m not making any promises.” 
 
    “Remove this core, or his soul shall be obliterated when the stars are right, and I emerge again, whether you want me to or not,” it said, cocking its head sideways. 
 
    I swallowed. “How long do we have until the stars do their thing?” 
 
    “Seven human lifespans,” it said. “He may live until then, but when the time comes, the core must be gone—or you will lose your friend’s soul.” 
 
    “Shit, seven lifetimes? I feel like we’ve got a deal,” I said, even as I continued to spill blood onto the floor. That was a lot of time to figure things out. 
 
    “Keep his body safe for me. If you get too reckless, I may intervene—and I can’t guarantee it will lead to an outcome you will enjoy. At the very least, I may be more and more tempted to take over for myself.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said, shooting a thumbs up as I coughed out blood. 
 
    It smiled with Randolph’s face for the first time. “Destiny is strange. It brings me much joy that fate has brought this vessel to me so that I may possess it. I once did battle with this one’s ancestor in the Dreamlands long ago. I tried then to possess him, and I failed. Now I have what I desired, entirely unearned. So, yes. Do as you will until the time comes. It makes no difference to the Outer Gods.” 
 
    With that, the purple eyes faded back to normal, and Randolph’s body slumped hard against the ground beneath him. Brian sat up cautiously, a look of worry on his face, as you might expect. I was feeling rather uncomfortable myself, but Dahlia reached out and touched me, healing my pain before she even made time for her own. When she was done, I rushed over to Randolph’s body and looked at him cautiously, wanting to rustle him awake but unsure if I should. 
 
    Suddenly, the decision was made for me as Brian charged forward and knelt next to Randolph immediately, grasping his shoulders. “Randy!” he shouted. “Randy, are you okay?” 
 
    Randolph’s eyes fluttered open again, this time looking much more mundanely human. “Oh, hey guys,” he said like it was the most normal thing in the world. He looked around. “Ummm. Where are we? And what’s with all the nosebleeds?” 
 
    Everyone gathered around, even Melody, and I felt immediately bad as we crowded Randolph. 
 
    “Holy shit, why does everyone have so much blood on their faces?” 
 
    I sighed. “That doesn’t matter now. The important thing is this: you almost died, and Memento and Brian saved you.” 
 
    “Are we already on the mission?” he asked. “Also, thanks. Oh shit, Brian! Your arm!” 
 
    Brian smirked. His arm was gone, and he had obvious stitches holding his chest closed, but it was quickly healing. “I’m alright, Randolph,” he said. “We’ll pick up another one on the way home.” 
 
    Memento squirmed. “It won’t be quite that easy, but yeah. We’ll get you a new one eventually.” 
 
    “To answer your question,” Dahlia said, smiling. “Yes, we’re on the mission. What’s the last thing you remember?” 
 
    He looked at Evelyn, and his eyebrows danced a little. “The night before.” Evelyn blushed and giggled, leaning forward to give him a peck on the lips, which he happily accepted. 
 
    “Who’s the, uh, blue chick?” Randolph said, waving at Melody. 
 
    “Oh, remember when I went to hell?” I asked. Memories of hellfire and torment were always at the back of my mind, even then. 
 
    Randolph nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “She’s why.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and so did Evelyn and Brian’s. “Oh shit! You’re the one Dahlia ganked?” 
 
    “We’re over that now,” Melody said, forcing a smile, but it was about the fakest smile I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Well, it’s been rough, but yeah. I resurrected her as a ghost and, oopsy, now she’s bound to me as a minion,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s life, I guess,” Randolph said dismissively as he stood up. “Damn, I feel fucking fantastic! What did you do to me, Memento?” 
 
    “Well, I’m more interested in how you ended up possessed—” 
 
    “Let’s not waste time on any of that for now,” I said, not sure if he knew of his possession or how he might react upon hearing about it. “We’re all awake now, and more importantly, everyone is together and alive—” I looked at Melody guiltily, who was frowning at me, “well, almost everyone. So we might as well head out.” 
 
    It took some urging, but we began covering ground once again, heading into the planetoid's depths, following the path for as long as we could until we came to another fork in the tunnels. 
 
    There was something malevolent about these tunnels. The dewy, dark walls were rife with residual Void Essence, and a sickly greenish light filtered down through the ceiling above us from strange cracks that led to God-knows-where, casting an eerie glow over everything that made it difficult to look at it directly without feeling ill. 
 
    We were forced to take turns watching behind us and ahead of us, lest any one of us be drawn too far away by whatever had caused those rents in the rock. They reminded me suspiciously of the fissures I’d seen time and time again that always heralded the arrival of Void Things, but nothing was emerging from them… for now. 
 
    We took the path on the right in the end—though none of us could articulate a good reason why. All we knew was that, after having been separated for so long, we wouldn’t put ourselves into a situation where we would be split up again any time soon. It was the old D&D logic: never split the party. 
 
    Having chosen a path, albeit arbitrarily, we continued down it for another hour until we came upon a wall that was not so much a wall as it was a great, gaping mass of eyes and writhing tongues, tentacles, and teeth. Its blasphemous countenance rose up before us, tentacles grasping hungrily at the air, its many maws open wide. Several of the mouths shrieked in words and curses that could not be repeated by any human mouth. 
 
    “The path hasn’t ended here,” I said, looking at my companions. “This is just a deterrent, meant to keep us out. Melody, fly through it or around it and—” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said, trembling. “There’s something about it. It’s emanating powerful Void energy that keeps me at bay.” 
 
    I looked at Dahlia for some kind of confirmation. She only nodded. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said. “Okay, well. Let me try something.” I started charging a spell, incanting ancient words older than the oldest ancestors of mankind. The power of my spell levitated my feet above the ground as I became a living concentration of necrotic power. I donned the Mask of the Master and channeled my power, summoning a writhing bony tentacle charged with blasphemous essence that protruded from the ground. It reached out and impaled the wall, causing the multitude of horrific maws to scream as the shape began quivering and coalescing, pouring forward in a mass of flesh as it moved toward us at a pace that was much like a brisk walk. 
 
    My bony tentacle tried to push it back, stabbing and bleeding it profusely, but it trudged onward, sliding across the walls, floors, and ceiling of the cavern as it seemed to infinitely expand outward in pursuit of us. 
 
    Next, I tried my Drain Life spell, and that slowed it, withered it, and for the first time, I could see past it a bit as it started to shrivel and take up less space, but it continued to pursue us. I summoned Uther in his smaller form, using him as the focus for a second Drain Life spell, and the doubled effect grayed the thing’s hideous flesh and made its mouths gasp and moan in agitation and agony. 
 
    “Now!” I said to everyone. “Kill it with fire! It should be weak enough!” 
 
    Everyone unleashed the full brunt of their spells, and it still took far more than I anticipated, but ultimately, the flames from many sorcerers consumed the creature—if it could be called such a thing— and left it only a horrific pool of charred mystery meat on the floor beneath us. 
 
    We charged forward, eager to see what waited on the other side of the monster, what it so possessively guarded, but found nothing but more tunnel. 
 
    “Well, that’s a bit anticlimactic,” I sighed. 
 
    “Maybe,” Dahlia said. “But that was a shoggoth, a guard dog of the ancient races of the Void, and it was defending something. We should keep moving. It’s still possible we’ve gone the right way.” 
 
    I nodded. “Brian, your third eye ability, would it be able to illuminate things for us before we press onward?” 
 
    He shrugged. “The Void energy here is really thick. It’d interfere, for sure, might even make it dangerous, but I’m willing to try.” 
 
    I looked at the rest of the team. Randolph shook his head firmly. “No need for that. As long as we stay together, we’ll be fine. Just keep going. Besides, I enjoy a good surprise every now and then.” 
 
    Dahlia groaned. “I fucking hate surprises.” 
 
    We pressed onward, but nothing changed except that, after another few days of travel, we were running lower and lower on supplies. We could conjure food, but it was less fulfilling and left our powers more depleted than if we’d eaten something real. We still had enough for a while, but it was something we needed to be conscious of, and I loathed that dread. 
 
    Don’t worry too much, Uther tried to reassure me. If things get really bad, you can always Waypoint back. I twitched at the thought, though. 
 
    “Fuck that,” I said. “I’ve got a secret weapon for a worst-case scenario. A little insurance, if you will.” 
 
    Uther winced, a funny thing to see on a fox’s face. You didn’t. Liam, please. You didn’t. 
 
    I reached into my bag of holding and pulled it out: the crown. “Oh, you know I did. And don’t worry, bud, I’ll only use it if the situation calls for it.” 
 
    No situation calls for putting on a cursed crown, Uther growled as he shook his vulpine head at me. 
 
    “Says you,” I chuckled. “Believe me. We’ll know the moment when we see it.” 
 
    If you say so, Uther conceded, knowing I wouldn’t change my mind. Your funeral. We all just have to attend it.
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   I n the days that followed, morale sank to abyssal depths as we trudged ever onward toward our goal without any kind of proof that we were getting any closer. As we delved deeper and deeper into the hollowed-out tunnels of the rock hurtling through space, the effects of divination magic got weaker and weaker. 
 
    “Ironically,” Brian pointed out, “That tells us we’re getting closer, even if our spells can’t.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” Randolph asked. 
 
    “We’re getting close to something powerful if it can cancel out our magic. So that’s the good news.” 
 
    Dahlia groaned as she responded. “Here’s the bad news. It might only be affecting Divination for now, but there is no reason why it might not weaken our other spells, too. So, everyone, be careful and conserve your abilities.” 
 
    Normally conserving spells wasn’t a thing we had to worry much about, being used to short missions, but food supplies were dwindling, and without sustenance and good, comfortable rest, we were not at our best. This slog of a mission seemed tailor-made to remind me how weak I still was, despite all my growth. Sure, I could raise the dead, blow shit up, and summon an army of skeletons and zombies, but literally none of that was doing me any good here. If we got right down to it, I was the least useful person on this mission—dead weight. 
 
    To make matters worse, my lack of sleep was making the regeneration of my spell reserves much slower than everyone else. I needed to figure that out as soon as this mission was over, or it’d be the death of me, but short of making someone else waste a sleep spell on me, I wasn’t getting any shut-eye. Every time I closed my eyes for longer than a minute, I saw the pit. 
 
    I shuddered as I fought off an invasive thought—that I was a burden in my state, less than useless. I was a drain on supplies, with no skills or magic of much utility. My biggest contribution to the mission was accidentally bringing Melody along. 
 
    Ah, Melody. She was a cutie, no doubt, and I was lucky she tagged along, whether she wanted to or not. But I couldn’t even find the emotional wherewithal to admire her or reflect on how lucky I was that she was now bound to me. 
 
    There was still some tension between her and Dahlia, but it was getting better, or at least reaching a sort of consistent, predictable level of snark and sarcasm between them without escalating further. That lingering tension still dominated most of my awareness about her, and it exhausted me even further, as I sometimes saw the need to insert myself between them, whether or not I should. 
 
    The tunnels of the planetoid were growing darker and darker, now supernaturally so, their darkness canceling out a degree of the light that emanated from our spells. This, too, had a psychological impact on our progress—how much darker would it get? Even Carmilla and I, who could see in darkness, found that advantage of ours dimming. 
 
    The realization sent shivers down our collective spines as we mused over how doomed we all very well might be if we chose to continue, and yet not one of us truly advocated for turning tail and using our Waypoint Spells to return to Esoterica empty-handed. 
 
    We had started conjuring food to conserve what remained in our supply stores. Real food couldn’t be stored in a bag of holding, it turned out—the atmosphere of such a demiplane was toxic to organic matter, and doing so for any meaningful stretch of time would likely prove poisonous to us upon retrieving the food and biting into it. Instead, we were forced to bring only what real food we could physically carry. 
 
    Our conjured food was a lot like how I imagined food that came from the replicator in Star Trek. It wasn’t bland, but the flavors were far less vivid. Still, it was preferable to an empty belly, and although it energized us physically to some extent, consuming it as a primary food source over long durations would dramatically impact the potency and efficacy of our spells. 
 
    Our conjurations were of a much lower quality all around than what the kitchen at Esoterica produced, and it showed. After this experience, food conjuration was going to be a big focus for my girls, for sure. Without high-quality real food making up the bulk of our meals anymore, I felt the pains of fatigue coming back to me, reminding me of my mundane human existence back on the Earth I once came from. 
 
    My muscles grew sore and tired, and my stomach always growled uncomfortably before meals. At night, I was often so gutted from weariness that the thought of sneaking off to have sex with any or all of the girls in my harem was almost absurd. Save for Carmilla, who subsisted just fine on our blood, I could tell the ladies felt similarly. But even Carmilla was starting to report our blood was growing blander and less satisfying, and I knew that bode poorly for her in the days to come as the rest of our health continued to decline. 
 
    But one day—it might have been the fourth or fifth day after we reunited with everyone else—something that whiffed undeniably of progress had been made. As we continued down the tunnel, Melody floated back to us from her scouting position and warned us that there was trouble up ahead. 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” Evelyn asked, her look of irritation seeming to display a mix of emotions at the news—perhaps glee at the prospect of a fight and annoyance at the drain on energy it might cause for us. 
 
    “Big trouble,” she said. “A bunch of big-ass bugs, headed right this way.” Still, she didn’t seem all that concerned, which I knew meant that, even in our current state, we could handle it. 
 
    “Bring it on,” I growled, trying to sound tough, but it probably sounded more like a pained groan than anything else. 
 
    Melody nodded, her expression inscrutable as she flew to the front of our formation, summoning her broadsword. 
 
    “Can that, uh, do anything?” I asked, swallowing as I remembered the last time I saw that sword. 
 
    “It's not just a weapon, you know,” she grinned, staring over her shoulder at me. “It's my spell focus, too, and I've found a few spells that still work.” 
 
    Before I had time to question it further, I heard the skittering steps of a score of behemoth-like bugs approaching from ahead, down the passage which the ghost girl stared into in anticipation. As they drew nearer, I could hear their clicking mandibles and the creaking of their massive legs as they charged toward us. 
 
    And then I could see them—massive creatures with huge, segmented bodies that looked like a cross between an ant and a centipede, with a dozen or so pairs of enormous, jointless, insectile arms tipped with grasping claws. On a good day, these things would barely be a challenge, but we were hardly at our best. 
 
    We formed a sort of arrowhead formation with Melody at the fore—there was no discussion or planning, just the sort of natural thing that occurs when one person knows what the hell is coming, and everyone else is clueless. 
 
    She uttered a powerful spell that made her blue, ethereal body shimmer with spectral light before much of that energy shot from her broadsword like a beam, exploding on impact with the monstrous bug that appeared to lead the onslaught heading our way. As it hit, I noticed that it did no damage, but the movements of the bug were suddenly sluggish and slowed. 
 
    Seizing the opportunity, I fired my bone spear into the creature's maw while everyone else shot their own attacks that dealt wildly variable amounts of damage to our targets. However, the focused assault seemed to be paying off—chunks of the bug splattered the tunnel walls, and it struggled to stay on its many feet, thrashing about but failing to get anywhere near us. Its massive body hit the ground with a thud, creating something like a bottleneck that limited the number of bugs that could easily approach at one time. Progress. 
 
    The other bugs were now milling around the body of the first, and soon two smaller, though still huge, bugs approached. Uther did his part in keeping the throng back while we fired spell after spell as the horde got closer to us one or two at a time, splattering green ichor across the walls until the swarm of bugs was reduced to only three. 
 
    They, too, had been affected by the magic of Melody's sword by this point, slowing them to a stagger, but one still managed to drive its body into us, forcing us back. Evelyn tripped and fell onto the floor of the cave as we attempted to give back ground to the creatures in temporary retreat, trying to purchase time with distance. 
 
    “Evelyn!” Randolph shouted, and he dashed up and scooped her into his arms just as one of the bugs was bearing down on him. I watched in helpless horror as the gigantic mandibles of the monstrosity closed around his head, but to my shock and relief, things didn't unfold as I feared they might. 
 
    Instead of Randolph's instantaneous death, he was suddenly painted black and purple with a corrosive energy that streamed through his veins and, upon contact with the creature's grasping appendage, caused the bug to explode suddenly, as though out of nowhere. A few seconds later, the other two remaining bugs detonated with a similar grotesque pop, and we were all covered in their innards and ichor. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Brian shouted, confused. 
 
    “Nyarlathotep intervened,” Dahlia shuddered as Randolph's body slowly returned to normal. 
 
    Randolph shook his head as if recovering from a dizzy spell. “What just happened?” he said hazily, glancing around at the mess he unwittingly made. 
 
    “Nothing, Randy,” I said. “It's over now.” 
 
    Evelyn was still cradled in Randolph's arms. “You can put me down now, hun,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. 
 
    Randolph obliged but then argued with us a bit more, trying to understand what had happened. 
 
    Dahlia was the one to answer him. “An avatar of Nyarlathotep is using your body as a host, Randy. And you almost just died. He intervened, and now the presence of his aura on you is even greater than before.” 
 
    “Oh,” Randolph said, like pieces of a puzzle were clicking into place for him. “So I failed then.” 
 
    “Failed at what?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    “I tried to summon a lesser Avatar of Nyarlathotep. I traded my Eldritch Orbs to make the spell work,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    “Why the fuck would you do that?” Brian asked. “Jesus, Randy.” 
 
    I frowned worriedly. “Why indeed?” I asked, adding to the pressure. I needed to hear more. 
 
    “My dad went missing in the Dreamlands,” he spoke just above a whisper, staring at Evelyn as she gaped up at him like she couldn’t recognize him. “I just found out about it a couple of months ago. I’ve been trying to find him. I needed to bind Nyarlathotep and ask him what happened.” 
 
    “That’s fucking stupid,” Carmilla said. “I’m sorry about your father, but you should have asked for help.” 
 
    “It was too dangerous to involve anyone else. If I die, I die,” he shrugged. “I’m not going to drag you all into it.” 
 
    Evelyn’s eyes looked like they were about to bore a hole through him. “You’re so fucking selfish.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I thought I was being selfless.” 
 
    “Did you leave a note or something at least?” she asked. We could instantly tell from the look on his face that he didn’t. “Asshole. So you were ready to die without a word to us. Selfish bastard. And now, what, you’re a vessel of Nyarlathotep, Herald of the Apocalypse or some bullshit like that?” 
 
    “Sorry, Eve. Sorry to everyone, I guess,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Too late for sorry,” I said. I was hardly surprised. He considered himself something of a hero, but when it came down to it, he had a cowardly streak. Even when doing something brave and risky, he avoided having the sense of decency to let his friends know. And now we were all on a mission with a Great Old One that could apparently kill us in an instant. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now,” Brian said. “Just keep going. We’ll sort it out later.” 
 
    Dahlia sighed. “I don't think we should get into any more situations like this one, Randy. It sure looks like you’re a little bit less you and a little bit more Nyarlathotep when I study your aura,” she shuddered, her eyes fixed at a point above Randolph's head. “Compared to a few minutes ago, I mean. When he intervenes, it looks like he takes a bit of your soul for himself.” 
 
    “That can't be good,” Randolph muttered. “But at least I'm alive. And I... I still feel like myself, anyway.” 
 
    “I'll take that for the moment,” Brian said, clapping Randy in the back. “Just be more careful next time, yeah?” 
 
    Memento and Carmilla abandoned the conversation when Melody had wandered off, excitedly announcing she had found something. I trained my eyes on the darkness ahead but couldn't see them through the pitch blackness of it. I gestured to my other companions. “Shall we?” I asked. 
 
    We followed their trail, and just beyond the new bug graveyard we had created, a fork emerged. “Look here,” Melody's voice whispered as she pointed at the wall. Dark mucus covered the walls of the left forking tunnel. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Dahlia's vivid constellation-like eyes lit up with hope and excitement. “It means we're fucking close,” she moaned with relief. “Void Worms of all kinds leave mucus on the walls of a freshly burrowed tunnel.” 
 
    I grinned. “Hell yes.” 
 
    But inwardly, I felt more than a little trepidation. We were hardly at our best. It reminded me of playing an old RPG and prematurely finding the enemy base when I was low on health, mana, and potions. That was exactly what this was. We were nearing the boss but fighting at a quarter of our strength. 
 
    I could tell from the fading smiles of my companions that they all carried similar anxieties about the path ahead. But what could we do but follow it? 
 
    That crown is starting to look better and better, Uther groaned psychically in my head. 
 
    “You're damn straight it is,” I nodded. I had resigned myself to using it when the time came. It would be the only way we'd have a chance of surviving. Even so, a part of me wondered in what condition I'd return.
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   A s we plodded ever forward and downward, in spite of our common sense, we began to sense rumblings in the ground. We knew what it was, of course—the blasphemous Void Worm that haunted this planetoid. And as the vibrations grew more pronounced, we started to hear an occasional distant echoing growl that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. 
 
    The tunnel before us suddenly opened out into a vast chamber with a floor made of flattened onyx slabs. The ceiling was supported by a series of pillared stalactites, and the walls were lined with jagged edges, all dripping something like water—but it couldn't be water, because it was viscous and dark. Nothing about the room inspired confidence. 
 
    “The mucus here hasn't even dried,” Melody remarked, her face practically up against the wall in the act of inspection. 
 
    “We're getting closer,” Dahlia agreed, her starry eyes sullen and tired. “But I have to point out how strange it is that this thing is still burrowing new tunnels after having been here for so long.” 
 
    “It's almost like it knew we were coming,” Brian shuddered. 
 
    “That only makes sense if it wants us to come,” Memento noted to everyone's dismay. “If that line of thinking is correct, then it burrowed us a pathway to its lair because we were going the wrong way, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “That's what logic would dictate. I mean, it's one way of looking at it, at least.” 
 
    “And what's the other way?” Carmilla asked hopefully. 
 
    My silence was the only answer she got. To me, it made perfect sense. Void Things seemed pretty set on harassing sorcerers every chance they got. This thing could have sensed our presence and decided we looked like a tasty meal, burrowing just enough of a tunnel to connect our path with its home-court advantage. 
 
    I searched the room for another tunnel, and it didn't take long to find it. “Okay,” I said in resignation as I pointed down the newly found path. “Let's get this over with.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Dahlia said, holding up a hand to stop me as she crouched down to the ground. A little pack of small, cute burrowing creatures that reminded me of star-nosed moles appeared, digging out from under their own little tunnels. They were each about the size of a fat rabbit, and they scattered as soon as she drew near. 
 
    “Don't let them get away!” she shouted with unmistakable hunger in her voice. Suddenly understanding her purpose, everyone flew into action, but it was Uther who retrieved them first, crushing them within his jaws and tossing their fuzzy carcasses back at us. 
 
    That night we ate our first meal of fresh meat in a long time. We decided that we were at the now-or-never point, too, and ate the rest of our real, non-conjured food. It was a solid meal that did a lot to rejuvenate us. 
 
    Even better, Uther guarded one of the entrances to the chamber we were in while Melody watched the other, so we were fortified from both sides in an open space. Everyone who could sleep slept much better as a result. It was the most relaxing slumber they'd had in weeks—and just in time. 
 
    Carmilla and I lay awake all night, though. 
 
    “Why don’t you ever sleep anymore?” she whispered as she nibbled at my ear. Everyone else was snoring softly. 
 
    “Ever since… the pit,” I started. Thoughts of the Hell I endured seeped back into my mind, somehow more vivid than usual. In the moment, the pain felt real, and it hit me all at once. I shot up, and Carmilla followed me to a sitting position, throwing her arms around me. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized sorrowfully. “I shouldn’t have brought it up.” She hummed lullabies as she lay her head upon my chest. Her voice was angelic, but all I could see were the devils that ripped me apart again and again for a month of my life. 
 
    I couldn’t speak. The rest of the night, I relived a thousand tortures, each of them unique. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the morning, or whatever time it was, really, everyone else felt much more like themselves than they had in weeks. It was to the point where the girls were suddenly grabbing my ass and making passes at me again. But we weren't at one hundred percent, and that fact still disturbed me. We would need every bit of our strength to have a chance here. And, of course, I hadn’t been able to regenerate to the same level as everyone else in my current state. 
 
    The rest of the journey felt unnervingly quick, owed partly to our less-sluggish pace, but part of that feeling came from simply knowing that the end was near—one way or another. The walls were stickier and stinkier the further we went. Eventually, the tunnel became wider, and we could see a pale light glimmering dimly in the distance as the mouth of the tunnel opened before us into a vast, cavernous chamber. 
 
    The vastness of the cavern reminded me of the eerie alien city Carri and I had found shortly after arriving on this rock. It was just like that, in fact, except empty—probably half a mile tall from its lowest point and half a mile from where we stood to the center of the chamber. 
 
    Not entirely empty, actually—at the perfect center of the enormous, town-sized chamber, a massive black monolith rose vertically into the ceiling. Runes at its center emitted a pale but strong green light that illuminated the chamber for us more than we’d seen anything lit in a few days. Along the ground, emerging from the monolith, were cracked fissures that glowed with purple and green luminance. 
 
    The walls of the chamber gave way to hundreds of other tunnels and chambers, all of them at least thirty feet wide, giving us a strong reminder of the size of the worm we were preparing to face off against. 
 
    We walked slowly and wordlessly towards the monolith, keeping a wary eye on the many exits from which we might be ambushed by any number of horrors, but none appeared. 
 
    “The hell is this?” I asked, gesturing at the strange alien edifice. 
 
    Dahlia shrugged. “No idea, but I can't help but think it's connected to the Voidship graveyard we are searching for.” 
 
    My eyes lit up. “Can I be honest about something really quick, everyone?” All eyes fixed on me. “I completely forgot about the Voidships and have only been thinking about the worm since we got here.” 
 
    “What the fuck is a Voidship?” Melody asked in an exasperated, high-pitched tone. “You mean we're not here to kill the big worm?” 
 
    Carmilla giggled. “You're such a dufus sometimes.” 
 
    Dahlia smiled at me, then turned her smile over to Melody and explained. “There is a cache of ancient xenotechnology somewhere at the core of this rock we're on. Our brief says that the Void Worm guards it, but we don’t know its exact location.” 
 
    “We have to be close,” Brian said, cracking his knuckles and stretching, his eyes constantly tracing the many tunnel exits for signs of the worm. “We're in the fucker's lair, aren't we?” 
 
    Memento nodded thoughtfully, sucking absentmindedly on a scraped knuckle. “We most definitely are. This monolith must have something to do with what we're looking for.” 
 
    Just then, I heard a droning sound from above. Looking up, I saw four fleshy bodies leaping out of a tall tunnel, falling down toward us rapidly. 
 
    “Look out!” I shouted, pointing up at the strange human-like shapes as they got closer and closer. 
 
    Memento's eyes glittered and her mouth dropped open with a huge grin. “My babies!” she shouted gleefully as four flesh golems splattered on the ground around her position. For a moment, they were lifeless, but their undead bodies grotesquely patched themselves back up as damaged tissue reformed and healed and blood on the ground evaporated into the ether. They stood, staring at Memento as if waiting for orders. 
 
    She threw her arms around one of them like she was reuniting with a long-lost child. “Mama's missed you so much!” The flesh golems, of course, didn't reciprocate much affection, but they certainly allowed her embrace. I couldn't help but beam at her, knowing how worried she'd been over the absence of these creations that took her months to perfect. 
 
    “While we're dealing with minions,” I muttered, tightening the Mask of the Master onto my face and raising my arms. The more mundane stones on the ground—with elemental consistencies I was familiar with on a magical level—started writhing and even pulsating on the chamber floor. Every large slab within a fifty-foot radius of where I stood quivered, reshaping, morphing from stone to bone as it coalesced into a new shape—skeletons of my own design. 
 
    Altogether seventy-three of them appeared. Their skulls were flat and socketless, not needing eyes, so I didn’t bother to fashion holes for them. They looked human enough, but their postures were more bestial, and they had long, bony claws that glimmered with purple miasma. Each of them was unnaturally fast and strong, far beyond the default bone-slaves of a standard necromancer, if there was such a thing. 
 
    The improvised skeletons crowded around us, forming a perfect circle, facing outward, waiting for a threat to make itself known. Uther, too, appeared at my side in his true form, ready to roll into battle with us. 
 
    Everyone’s faces dropped in awe, but a few of them eyed me with a bit of sass, too. 
 
    “Why didn't you tell us you could do this?” Dahlia asked, furrowing her brow as she crossed her arms poutily at me. 
 
    “I wanted to surprise the rest of you with a morale booster at the right moment. And I didn’t want people begging me to use it before I was sure it was necessary. This is really draining, as you can imagine.” 
 
    “Well, the morale booster worked, dude!” Randolph said, clapping me on the shoulder. “This will definitely help.” 
 
    “It won't hurt,” Brian nodded. “Still, man. Could’ve saved Randy from having to be rescued by Nyarlathotep if you used it earlier.” 
 
    “He can’t see the future, Brian,” Carmilla rebutted. “He did his best, just like all of us.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    Randolph shook his head. “It’s fine. No one is responsible for my situation but me.” 
 
    Dahlia’s shoulders were still tense, but her eyes stopped smoldering with irritation as she stared at me and ceased her pouting. She sighed. “You are forgiven, but only because I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” Carmilla chimed in. 
 
    “Me too!” said Memento. 
 
    “You’re growing on me.” That was Melody, and it made me laugh behind the mask. Before I could properly respond, we felt the distant rumble that we'd lived with the last few days suddenly growing dramatically in its intensity. We all gaped at each other, eyes wide like saucers, as we knew exactly what it meant. 
 
    We stood with our backs facing the monolith, spread out on all sides of it as we looked at the tunnel entrances for which hole our 'Final Boss' would be emerging from. 
 
    Soon we had our answer. It was Evelyn who spotted it first. “Up there!” she shouted, and we all looked to see what she pointed her finger at. The thing lumbered toward us from a high tunnel at incredible speed. Seeing it close in on us rapidly was like watching death itself come to claim me. 
 
    The worm was massive, its body expanding to well over fifty feet wide as it squeezed out of one of its tunnels. It was black that it almost seemed to absorb all light that tried to illuminate its skin. The only lights on it were those of its many red eyes, too numerous to count. 
 
    Its hulking body was wormlike in shape but also hosted a mass of writhing tentacles and tendrils that dripped with mucus. When its eyes fixed on us, it charged forward at breakneck speed, giving no one any time to run as we frantically attempted to fire spells and Melody tried in vain to slow it down. 
 
    Its horrid mouth opened, mercifully free of teeth, and in a flash of darkness, I found myself, along with my friends, consumed by the worm. Yep. That fast. 
 
    The walls of its throat, if Void Worm anatomy uses such terminology, were surprisingly narrow, and they tightened against me and guided me downward as the creature swallowed me whole. I shouted and struggled to escape, but the walls were hard and slick. The dark, viscous substance that coated them made it impossible to grip anything, and I was at the mercy of its flow. I reached out, trying to find Dahlia's hand, as she entered its mouth just beside me, but I found nothing. 
 
    My struggles grew weaker as the pressure increased, and soon I couldn't even scream anymore—until suddenly I was emptied into a wider chamber of the Void Worm's belly in a pool of bubbly digestive acids. 
 
    “I am mystified by the similarities that Void Things apparently have to mundane living beasts,” Dahlia's voice said. I turned to see her behind me in the pool of acids, holding her orb up as it glowed to display her beautiful face in the fetid darkness. 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” I said, hugging her. 
 
    “Thank God for what? Being eaten?” 
 
    I groaned as reality sank in. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “You're right about that,” she sighed, looking at her hands. The acids were already starting to tingle uncomfortably against our skin. 
 
    “The others are in here, too,” I said. 
 
    “We need to make a way out. That’s the best way to help. Then you can send Carmilla and Memento a message to find it. Hopefully everyone else is together.” 
 
    I nodded. “But how?” I turned my head and blasted an Exploding Skull spell into the dark walls of the Void Worm's belly. It sizzled a bit but accomplished little on its own. I summoned my skeletal army, begging them to come to our aid. I could feel them just outside the walls, ripping into the beast, wounding it, but it was too slow a process. 
 
    “Empower me like you did before,” she said. “When we were in your private subplane.” 
 
    I swallowed. “You mean when you murdered Melody?” 
 
    Suddenly the ghost appeared in front of us, emerging from the walls of the beast's stomach. “There you are!” she said, trying to hug me, but her hands passed through my body, just leaving me cold. She whimpered a bit.  
 
    “Melody, you alright?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yeah, but it was fucking hard getting in here. It turns out Void Things can touch me if they try, so I actually took some damage phasing through it,” she said, grabbing her heel where a searing mark had been left. Similar wounds on her shoulders and arms were obviously visible. “Shit, that hurts! Pain sucks, Liam!” 
 
    My eyes widened at that. “You need to be more careful, then. We’re inside a Void Thing, Mel.” 
 
    “We have a plan, though,” Dahlia said calmly. 
 
    “No, we don't,” I said. “That's too dangerous.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Dahlia asked. It was a hell of a question. I knew she loved me. I knew she wanted to beat this worm. I knew she was on my side. But did I trust her with that power? I felt a terrible surge of guilt as I realized I didn't know the answer. But what choice did I have? If I didn't do something, we'd all be dead soon, and it'd be a moot point. 
 
    I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “You win.” I could always use the crown to bring her back under my control if needed, I reasoned. That was the true last resort, after all. 
 
    She frowned as she clearly noticed me avoiding her question. I leaned in and kissed her. “I love you,” I said. “I trust that.” And I activated her powers. Her skin surged with black veins brimming with Void energy, starting around her eyes and coursing through her entire body. Her eyes went jet black, and her hair did, too. Enormous black tentacles emerged from her back. She kissed me back, even in this form, taking a moment to savor the taste of my lips. 
 
    “I love you, too,” she purred. She extended her palm, and her orb, now black and emanating an eerie red light, shot a crimson blast into the wall, forming a green fissure that opened wider and wider. It wasn't a physical crack in the tissue of the creature, though—it was a dimensional one. 
 
    Melody floated backward, making room for whatever emerged. Out of the crack came the Void Dragon we'd faced before, the four-armed, winged, massive thing, so huge that it practically distended the belly of the beast we were trapped inside of. 
 
    The Void Dragon, too, seemed very unsatisfied with its current surroundings, and immediately went on the offensive. Dahlia was channeling into it—controlling it, I could tell—and soon I saw the light of the chamber peeking through as the Void Dragon ripped a hole in the side of the Void Worm. On the other side, my skeletons were there, helping it rend that hole wider, their assault slowing the creature’s movements as it whipped its head back to try to address them—but it failed to reach them. 
 
    “You did it!” I shouted, turning to face Dahlia, but she was gone. “Shit.” 
 
    The Void Dragon continued to bore through the walls of the Void Worm's belly, ultimately ripping its way out. Light spilled in, and I saw Evelyn and Brian suddenly illuminated off in another chamber of the thing's stomach. 
 
    “Liam!” Brian shouted, “What's going on?!” 
 
    “Dahlia made us an exit!” Melody shouted back at him. “And they made out! Where's everyone else?” 
 
    Brian shook his head, treading the acid to stay afloat. “I don't know!” 
 
    “They're still in here, then,” I hollered. “Let's find them and get—” 
 
    Before I could punctuate my thought, Dahlia appeared behind Brian and Evelyn and, with her writhing mass of tentacles, picked them up as though they were weightless. As she approached, I realized she was also holding Memento, Randolph, and Carmilla in a mass of her tentacles. 
 
    “Let's go!” she said, her voice distorted by the profane power running through her. From the look on her face, I could tell she was fighting an internal battle. I nodded, not wanting to waste another second digesting in this thing’s gut, and I went for the exit which the Void Dragon had left behind. 
 
    Pouring out into the dim light of the Monolith-illuminated lair, having come from the utter darkness of the Void Worm's gut, was a surprising contrast. My eyes squinted to take in the light, and I looked around dizzily in an attempt to understand the new truths of our current state of affairs. I also realized that I’d lost Melody in the heat of all the action. 
 
    The Void Worm and Void Dragon were fighting, which was awesome enough to make me smile a bit, but when I turned around, I saw all my friends, save for Melody and Dahlia, climbing out of the side of the worm. I waited for Dahlia, assuming she was coming last, but she never appeared. 
 
    “Where's Dolly?!” I asked Carmilla, my voice panicked. 
 
    All around us, Memento’s flesh golems and my skeletons were assaulting the Void Worm as it did battle with Dahlia’s Void Dragon. The sounds it made as it screeched in agony were indescribable, never meant to be heard by human ears. I winced with pain and practically felt a year shaved off my life with each one of its shrill cries. And yet, the sound was sweet because it was the sound of an impending win. 
 
    But Carmilla just shook her head. “Power up Memento and me!” she said. “We have to finish the worm!” 
 
    “Where is Dahlia!?” I repeated, this time louder and with impatience coloring my tone as I shuddered from fear of the response. Even so, I was starting to trace the sigils needed to bring Carmilla and Memento into their empowered forms. 
 
    “Liam…” Carmilla’s lip quivered as she said my name. 
 
    “She told us to leave her, Liam,” Randolph said, his eyes staring into mine unblinkingly. “She's gone.”
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    he hell do you mean, gone!?” I asked, grabbing Randolph by the collar. Brian smacked the back of my head as if correcting the behavior of a petulant child, but it had little effect except to annoy me. “The fuck, dude?” 
 
    “Focus! First we have to survive!” he said, and I knew he was right about that. 
 
    But I had to find my soulmate, and I wasn’t thinking straight. “Fine,” I growled, “You survive. I’m going back in.” I finished the activation glyphs in the air to change Carmilla and Memento. 
 
    Carmilla’s bat wings appeared from her back, and her fangs grew longer and more savage. The claws on her hands were even more menacing than the last time I saw them. Memento’s skin went red, and her horns extended. Feathery black wings appeared on her back, and her demonic tail emerged from her tailbone. 
 
    “You all do what you want,” I said. “I’m going to get Dahlia. Good luck.” 
 
    “We’re coming with you,” Memento said. 
 
    Carmilla nodded, but she was biting her lip nervously. “Dahlia’s going to be pissed that we’re doing this.” 
 
    “If she’s pissed but alive, I’ll take it,” I said, and I summoned Uther again, hopping onto his back. The three of us sought the opening in the beast’s writhing black Void-flesh where we had emerged, but its body was constantly twisting and distorting as a result of its efforts in combat against the Void Dragon. 
 
    We darted around, chasing that hole, until finally our window of opportunity presented itself, with the Void Worm slowing to pursue the Void Dragon into one of its burrows while our minions tore the gaping hole even wider for us. 
 
    I leapt into the hole, and Carmilla and Memento fluttered in right behind me. The inside of this thing was not as we’d left it. It was a fucking jungle of wriggling tentacles, some of which had spiked tips, like stingers or something. 
 
    I dodged the swiping assault of one, but Uther was hit and howled in pain, though he was tough, and he didn’t relent or slow in any noticeable way. I used a spell that I knew I might regret, calcifying a mass of the tentacles into bone with a thrust of my wand. From there, Memento’s tail and Carmilla’s claws made quick work of them, clearing us a path to follow, but the spell I used wasn’t intended for Void Things, and adapting the effect to something so unnatural left me more drained than I’d. 
 
    We pressed onward down the literally twisting path, no idea where the worm was headed. Somewhere on the outside, Randolph, Evelyn, and Brian were either fighting or fleeing—my best guess was fighting. They weren’t as reliable as I’d hoped they’d be, but they weren’t quitters, either, and with us inside the thing, our friends weren’t about to desert us—though I’m sure they were thinking about it. 
 
    A red glow lit the dark tunnel ahead as it bent and changed shape constantly with the movements of our host. As I approached, I saw the familiar outline of Dahlia, her buxom shape illuminated in crimson light as she cast some kind of blasphemous spell that chilled me to the bone just to be in the vicinity of. 
 
    Relieved, I approached at a sprint, jumping off Uther’s back to reach her on my own. She turned her head when she sensed my presence, scowling at me with a look of intense irritation. 
 
    “Fucking idiot,” she growled, her voice corrupted and darkened with the taint of the Void. “Get out!” 
 
    I winced to hear her address me in this way. “Dahlia, I—” 
 
    She shrieked so loud I thought my ears were going to bleed again. “I said get out! Get out! Now!!” 
 
    In front of her, the faint red light coalesced into a huge glowing red orb about the size of Dahlia herself, but then it shrank inward, though it sacrificed none of the intensity. The red light became densely focused but immensely brilliant, and then it changed, exploding outward once again into an interdimensional fissure. 
 
    Its cracks glowed red at first, but soon they were prismatically lit, giving off any number of neon colors before they ultimately faded to a black so intense that it ate up all the light in the chamber of the beast’s belly. Memento tried to cast a light spell, but that, too, was consumed by the fissure, its light seemingly vacuumed into it. With it came a strong wind that hissed so loud it made my ears hurt. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on, Dolly?” Carmilla shouted, trying to be heard above the horrid sound. “Come back with us!” 
 
    “I can’t!” she shouted. “I have to keep this open! Go! NOW!” 
 
    “Why?!” Memento asked, but I knew already. 
 
    “You’re going to suck the Void Worm back into the Void,” I announced, sending a mental message that could be heard by them all. 
 
    “Yes,” Dahlia replied psychically. “All Void Things in the vicinity will be sucked in. You need to leave before it gets so big that you get pulled in. If you’re inside of it when it happens, I can’t promise you’ll be safe, my love.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. But I knew the answer. 
 
    “Even if I could leave the portal unattended, it would claim me, too,” she said. “I’m also a Void Thing.” 
 
    My face felt like it was on fire as blood rushed to my head and frustration took me. “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “Then Carmilla and Memento will wither and die without you,” she replied. 
 
    “What?!” I asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your harem cannot survive without you,” she said. “I should have told you before, but I didn’t want to scare you. Liam, you need to go.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?” I asked. Then I turned to Carmilla and Memento. “Girls, while we figure this out, dig us an exit.” 
 
    “Right,” Memento nodded, and they started clawing at the walls of the creature that we were inside of. 
 
    “I have maybe two minutes before it takes me,” she said. 
 
    “Can you Waypoint out?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not enough time to summon it, and I’ll be too drained anyway.” 
 
    My heart throbbed with pain at the thought of losing her. “I love you,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” she grinned back at me, her eyes going back to twilight just for a moment. “There’s something I want to tell you, Liam.” 
 
    “Anything,” I said. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you—I killed Rebecca because I thought it was good for you. But I was wrong. She wasn’t bad, Liam. She was just bad for you. And I should have just talked to you instead of taking matters into my own hands. I’m sorry.” Black tears were streaming down her face, even as her voice remained steady. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter now,” I said, broadcasting my forgiveness into her mind. “We’ll figure it out later. Maybe we can even make it right.” 
 
    She smiled sadly when I said that. “There is no later for me,” she said. “This is it. I love you, Liam Elloway. It’s time to say goodbye.” 
 
    The words hit me like a bare-knuckle punch from a pro boxer. They reminded me of the first time I came to Esoterica. That’s what Devon told me when I had to leave Chelsea behind. It hurt so much more to hear this time, coming from Dahlia’s lips. 
 
    “Goodbye,” I said, kissing her cheek as Memento and Carmilla ripped open a hole big enough for us to escape through. 
 
    Without looking back, we charged to the fresh exit and made it out just in time. As we hit the ground outside, thankfully in another open chamber, we watched as the shape of the Void Worm started to collapse inward, pulled from the outside into the fissure Dahlia had created in its bowels. 
 
    The Void Dragon, too, was pulled in, and we watched over the course of the next two minutes as the massive monsters were sucked through the fissure, leaving us behind. 
 
    The fissure closed, and Dahlia was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Liam! Girls!” Randolph shouted from somewhere behind us. I turned around and saw the blond sorcerer charging toward us with open arms, scooping me up in a hug I wasn’t emotionally or physically prepared for—nor did I particularly want it from him. 
 
    I immediately started crying and felt myself becoming a slumping weight in Randolph’s arms. Carmilla and Memento turned back into their normal forms as the last of my energy dissipated, and I soon felt their bodies against me as they joined in our embrace. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said. 
 
    I could say nothing. All I could do was sob at having lost her. 
 
    Brian and Evelyn approached us at a slower pace, but soon their arms, too, joined us. 
 
    “What happened?” Evelyn’s voice rang through the huddle. “Is it okay for me to ask?” 
 
    “Dahlia sacrificed herself for us,” Memento cried. “She’s dead.” 
 
    The words shook me, but they also forced me to look inward and realize something profound. “No, she isn’t,” I said, pulling myself out of the group hug, my face going wide-eyed. “I still can feel her. I can’t contact her, but she’s still alive!” 
 
    Carmilla squealed. “Really?! Then we’ll get her back!” 
 
    “First, we need to find the Voidship Graveyard, though,” Brian pointed out. “If there’s a way to reclaim her from the Void, at the moment, that tech is our best chance.” Randolph, though, backed out of the hug and said nothing. 
 
    “Melody!” I shouted out, looking around for the sexy little ghost. I wanted to ask her to help us analyze the obelisk since she could still float around freely and make out all of its carvings. “Melody?” No response. I looked at everyone else, my stomach pitting sharply, afraid I’d lost two girls in one day. “Has anyone seen Melody?” 
 
    “Here!” I heard her voice calling back, high and heady. “Sorry!” She floated up through the ground beneath us, appearing a few feet in front of me. 
 
    “Fucking hell, Mel, where did you go?” I asked, more relieved than annoyed. 
 
    “I tried to follow you into the worm thingy, but I couldn’t see shit. I got lost, and the next thing I knew, I was hundreds of feet below the ground of the main chamber. You won’t believe what I found, though.” 
 
    Everyone looked at her, unblinking. “Try us,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “The obelisk extends into the ground and comes through to the other side of an opposite chamber, which is magically lit. In there I saw hundreds of ruined boat-looking things, kind of a graphite-black with weird symbols all over them. I’m willing to bet that’s the ship graveyard you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Brian shouted. “Nice job. But how do we get in?” 
 
    “Not sure,” she said. “But it has something to do with the obelisk, for sure.” 
 
    Unwilling to waste any more time, I turned my back on the huddle and headed toward the main chamber, Uther at my side. Everyone else followed behind me, murmuring excitedly. It felt too soon after losing Dahlia for me to get excited about anything, but the prospect of stealing this Void technology and using its secrets to find her… that almost did it. 
 
    Before long, we were standing in front of the tall, menacing thing. “So, just underneath us, the Obelisk extends into the ground?” I asked, trying to be sure. 
 
    Melody nodded. “Yup. That’s right.” 
 
    I knocked on the obelisk, making Evelyn jump behind me. “Fuck, no sudden moves, please!” 
 
    I ignored her and listened to the sound. It echoed louder than I expected, sounding hollow on the inside. “We need to get inside.” 
 
    Master, you’re tired. Let me handle this, Uther said. 
 
    “Wait, Uther,” I said, so everyone knew who I was talking to. “Brian, check it for magic traps or curses or whatever.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” he nodded, and his third eye appeared at the center of his forehead as he inspected the obelisk, uttering one divination spell or another. The realization suddenly hit me that his secondary Affinity in Divination was basically all we had now that Dahlia was gone. After several minutes of waiting, he looked up at me. “It’s safe,” he said. “No traps, but it’s enchanted, for sure.” 
 
    “Enchanted, how?” I asked. 
 
    “Some kind of gravity charm,” he shrugged. “I couldn’t identify it.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, Uther. Do your thing.” 
 
    Uther charged the obelisk, boring a hole into it. I thought maybe he’d knock it over, but he didn’t, almost as if this thing were built to be violently opened up. 
 
    Carmilla peered inside the hole, looking down and then up. “It’s empty. It’ll go straight down, but then we have to work out a way to get out.” 
 
    “Uther?” I asked. “Wanna give it a go? I can always summon you back here if something goes wrong.” 
 
    Uther nodded, shrinking down a bit, and jumped into the hole he created. I kept a mental link open with him and uttered an incantation so I could see through his eyes. 
 
    At first, there was blackness all around as Uther descended through the hollow obelisk, but then as he strangely seemed to right himself mid-air and stopped falling, even though there was still so much distance still below him. He started clawing at the obelisk’s walls again, puncturing it. This led to another chamber that was right beneath our feet, like an opposite mirror reflection of this one by the way things seemed, except that it was full of ships. He was walking around in the Voidship Graveyard now. 
 
    The enchantment inside the obelisk stopped his descent and turned what should have been the ceiling into the ground. He was walking around just a few dozen feet beneath me. 
 
    “He’s in,” I said, my eyes opening up, seeing everyone looking at me. “All we have to do is jump and go through the hole he made.” 
 
    Everyone did exactly that. I went first, then they followed. It was surprisingly easy, and we emerged through the opposite side of the obelisk to a sight that was the reward for all our suffering. 
 
    Dozens of wrecked and ruined Voidships littered this gigantic chamber, many of them quite small, like small yachts, but a few large enough to house a decent-sized crew, probably with rooms for people to sleep in—if that was a thing that these ancient aliens did. 
 
    They all looked like ships, but not any ship you’d find on earth. They had an almost boat-like shape to the lower part of their hull, but the upper part was similarly shaped, reminding me of a creepy space submarine. Some of them had arcane cannons attached. Others had limp tentacles. One even appeared to have a giant brain in a glassy container at the fore of the vessel. 
 
    The ships were grayish black and glossy, uncovered by dust even after all these millions of years. But there was damage on their surfaces, some noticeable wear and tear. Some had clearly been blown to bits and their parts scattered. Most were scuffed, had holes, and looked in disrepair in one noteworthy way or another. While the ships themselves likely wouldn’t function, they almost certainly hid runic devices and other plunder that we could absorb insane amounts of mana from. 
 
    I looked over at my friends and tried to grin, but the mood just wasn’t present in me. My facial muscles just wouldn’t move in that way. “Well,” I said, sighing. “Let’s get started.”
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   T he cavernous room sprawled out from our position in a maddening way. It was hard to describe—even harder to look at. Because of the obelisk’s strange gravitational charm, the massive chamber followed its own laws of physics. Every surface—the walls, the floor, the ceiling, seemed to have the same gravitational pull, but it was relative to your distance from said surface. To put it another way, you could walk up and down the walls and on the ceilings, and the ruins of the ships were scattered messily across all these surfaces. 
 
    We opted to stay together rather than give into the inner devils that urged us to split up and cover as much ground as possible. 
 
    “We have a lot of stuff to sift through here,” Randolph noted, Evelyn’s arm ringed in his. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” I muttered. “Stay tight. No one get adventurous.” 
 
    The first ship we explored was the one that offered the most obvious low-hanging fruit in the shape of an open door to the vessel as well as a ramp leading into it. 
 
    The interior of the ship was like a gothic U.S.S. Enterprise from Star Trek, though much smaller. The room I figured to be the bridge was laid out in an ellipse, with two chairs at its center that stood before something that looked like an altar. Alien sigils and runes were etched into the dark walls of the room, and a view screen surrounded us on all sides, though it was turned off, and I couldn’t imagine us finding a way to toggle it to “on.” 
 
    The doors were massive fleshy things with a glowing eye at the top of the wide door frame. It didn’t take too long to figure out how they worked. 
 
    “Holy shit, look at that!” Evelyn shouted, gesturing at the eye as it stared at her. She stared back, and when no one else said anything, she added, “Open up, please?” 
 
    The fleshy door did as she commanded, opening up like a sphincter. 
 
    “That’s nasty,” Brian noted. 
 
    “I dunno,” Randolph shrugged, ribbing him. “I would’ve thought it’d have some appeal to you of all people.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck off.” 
 
    “It looks meaty. I wonder if I can bite it,” Carmilla grinned mischievously. 
 
    “Please don’t,” I said. “That sounds like a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Wait,” Memento said, her hands landing on her hips as she surveyed the room. “Before anyone goes further in, let my flesh golems explore first.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good thinking. I’ll send what’s left of my skeletons to go alongside them.” It wasn’t much—just shy of a dozen, but it was certainly better than nothing. 
 
    “Liam, Jr., you first,” she giggled, indicating one of the golems. I raised a curious eyebrow at her. “I thought we could raise them together as mommy and daddy,” she beamed at me. 
 
    “Isn’t Liam, Jr. also what we call his dick?” Carmilla asked, finger to cheek in confusion. 
 
    “Yuck,” Evelyn groaned as Liam, Jr., the flesh golem, walked through the open doorway. “Car-Car, you have no shame.” 
 
    “Can you see through his eyes?” I asked, eager to move the conversation forward. “Do you know the spell?” 
 
    “Does that work with flesh golems? I thought that was for familiars only,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “There’s gotta be a way to, like, customize it or something, right?” Carmilla added, scratching her chin as she reflected on the idea, her eyes red and black and her fangs out. 
 
    “Why are you in full-on bite mode?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “Sorry,” she blushed slightly, “There’s just so much meaty goodness in here! I can’t help it.” She gestured at the sphincter door. 
 
    “Anyway, back on topic, I—” 
 
    Suddenly a tiny version of the obelisk that brought us here appeared, emerging from the center of the altar. I could feel an intense power coming from it, and a deep, inhuman voice sounded in my head, but it made no words I could discern meaning from. 
 
    “C’thu Char’nak m’gbeli oc’tun. Zor’gothalix tulki’thi embri Kul Gul’dar.” 
 
    “Translation, anyone?” I shouted, trying to be heard above the psychic scream that had us all covering our ears ineffectually. 
 
    “Pretty sure it could be abbreviated to ‘get the fuck out!’” Evelyn screamed, her hands clasping her ears. 
 
    “Well, that’s not on the table,” I noted, hurling a bone spear spell at the mini obelisk, shattering it. The terrible voice stopped, giving us a brief reprieve, but a dozen more eyes lit up on the walls around us. Pink, fleshy tentacles started slithering out of vents in the walls and the floor, pooling into grotesque piles of quivery, gibbering meat that soon revealed dozens of blinking eyes of every type you could imagine—and teeth. Masses of teeth and spikes covered the tentacles of each of the mounds. 
 
    “Bon Appetit, Carmilla,” I said, pointing my wand at one pile. 
 
    “Well, now they’re all gross, and I don’t wanna,” she pouted, crossing her arms. 
 
    “And the giant gaping sphincter wasn’t gross?” Evelyn questioned, her voice as incredulous as it was fearful. 
 
    “I’m open to the idea of eating ass,” she remarked, winking at me as her skin went ghost white except for some residual rosiness on her cheeks, and she grew about four inches in height, flexing some of that new full-blooded vampire might. She was almost as tall as me, now. 
 
    I hurled an Exploding Skull spell at one pile, the flaming projectile making direct contact with it and spraying pink goop all over the walls. “I’m going to ignore that for now, and I just want to say, I’m proud of how much your winks have developed since we met.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you.” She pointed a finger at Uther, and he suddenly started moving like someone pressed the fast forward button on him. A haste spell. In this form, her enchantments were even more powerful than before. 
 
    Uther leapt forward, ripping into one pile as it vainly tried to entangle him in its spiny tentacles. It did some damage, mostly negligible, but it couldn’t stop him as he tore it to pieces at blinding speeds. 
 
    Evelyn literally breathed fire on half a dozen of them after warning Randolph to duck out of the way. He supported her with his own firebolts that held back attacks from those that sought reprisal against the demoness. 
 
    Meanwhile, Memento commanded her flesh golems, hurling them into battle alongside Uther, but they could scarcely keep up. They took lots of damage but proved to be effective meat shields, quickly regenerating and getting back to their lumbering assault. 
 
    Brian, too, joined the fray, ducking behind me as he hurled radiant projectiles at the encroaching monsters. 
 
    “There’s too damn many of them!” I shouted. We were swatting them down like flies, but they just kept coming through the vents, and now some were slithering up the ramp through which we had entered the ship. 
 
    “I’m low on power,” Randolph noted. “We drained ourselves trying to stay alive with the Void worm.” 
 
    “We should have fucking rested!” Memento shouted. 
 
    “Shoulda, woulda, coulda,” Carmilla sang in a mockingly sweet tone as her body broke away into pieces. Those pieces then reformed into a mass of black bats that spread their biting attacks between the dozens of foes that were appearing. 
 
    “When you do that, aiming gets a lot harder, Car-Car,” Evelyn complained through gritted teeth. 
 
    “It is cool, though,” Randolph conceded. 
 
    She took the hint and focused her assaults on the monsters coming up the ramp. That was the right move—on her own, she rendered their assault impotent as she tore each shuddering pile of pink goop into thousands of pieces beyond healing. 
 
    The battle raged on for ten long minutes. My muscles ached, and my mana reserves were spent. I could scarcely lift my arms to throw another spell at my opponents, and I could tell my friends were in similarly dire straits. 
 
    Worn out and ragged, it was all I could do just to stay standing, so I could do nothing but watch when the largest of the remaining fiends threw a series of appendages directly at Evelyn as she recharged her fire breath. A tentacle full of sharp teeth and spines wrapped itself around her stomach and tightened, pulling her toward its many gaping mouths. None of them could eat her, but they would certainly all do damage. 
 
    Evelyn was lifted above the ground, suspended high over our heads. We were all fighting for our lives, but Randolph left his own fight at great risk to himself to leap into the air and slash the tentacle with his rapier, severing it, causing Evelyn to tumble to the ground. She landed head first, though, her horns taking the brunt of the force, one of them cracking before snapping off completely, knocking her unconscious. If she were a non-magical human, she’d likely have died on impact. Memento gasped at the sight. Having horns herself, I had a feeling she knew just how awful that must have been for Evelyn. 
 
    In a rage, Randolph hurled a series of green missiles from the tip of his blade at the offending creature, scattering it into gooey chunks. He left his back exposed, and soon a series of tentacles were wrapped around him, too. The spines and spikes of the tentacles ripped open his arms, stomach, and chest, and he was bleeding out, in desperate need of healing. 
 
    The battle was almost won, though. If he could just hang on a moment longer, it would be over. If any of us rushed to save him at that moment, we all could be similarly compromised. The choice was gut-wrenching, but it was quickly made for me. 
 
    Randolph’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he started emanating purple energy and changing shape, growing thinner, taller, taking on four legs that morphed into oily black limbs; his head became a featureless pillar of tentacles with a vertical mouth and no eyes. His chest became elongated, and his entire body was the same oily black sported by most Void Things. 
 
    “This one’s free,” he said in that voice that was not his own. Within an instant, all the remaining monsters exploded in a mess. Another Deus ex Nyarlathotep, but at what cost? Free seemed too good to be true. 
 
    No one made any sudden moves. The avatar of the outer god Nyarlathotep looked around, seeming to take in the sight of the ship with some comfort. We all slowly huddled together, watching anxiously, not sure what he would do next, but eventually, he spoke. 
 
    “What is it that humans say? Ah, yes. Home sweet home.” 
 
    “What’s that? This is your home?” I asked, holding up an arm to keep everyone else behind me. 
 
    “Something like that. These were the ships of my worshipers in an age long forgotten. Millions of years have passed since those days.” The psychic voice of the creature rang in my head painfully, ripping at my mind as he spoke. He existed on a plane of thought so far beyond mine that his attempts to communicate were actually painful for us to take in. 
 
    “Then you can help us!” Carmilla said hopefully. “We need access to the mana that powers these ships.” 
 
    “Why would I help you?” he asked with cold detachment. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you? You’re a god of chaos, right?” Brian pointed out. “Wouldn’t helping a bunch of random wizards become ultra-powerful be a totally chaotic thing to do?” 
 
    Nyarlathotep laughed, not with his mind but with his mouth. It was unsettling to say the least, like if a snake’s hiss had sex with a wet lawnmower, but in slow motion. “I like the way you think, human, but I’ve already made up my mind. I will help you, but only because I want these ships to be ready, and for my host to have one when the time of my return comes, and—” 
 
    “When the stars are right, yeah, we know,” Carmilla said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I could kill you with a twitch, girl. With only slightly more effort, I could erase your soul from the multiverse, burning your name from all its histories,” he said calmly. 
 
    Carmilla swallowed regret at her quip. 
 
    “No need for that,” I said, trying to play the peacemaker, hoping things wouldn’t escalate any further. “You said you’d help. We’ll accept that help. And you’ll give Randolph back.” 
 
    “The terms have changed,” Nyarlathotep said. “I will share this body with the one you call Randolph in a more… active capacity. I quite enjoy this body and think that exploring it would be an ideal way to kill time until the Convergence.” 
 
    “Please,” the recently awakened Evelyn whimpered. “You have to give him back.” 
 
    “Oh, he will be back, but so will I. I will always be there, and I may… take over from time to time.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, gritting my teeth. “We can’t stop you, that’s for sure. You’re holding our… friend hostage, and you’re a being far beyond any of us, so we accept for now.” 
 
    “Nothing hinges on your acceptance,” he said, laughing again. “Oppose me if you wish—it makes no difference to me.” 
 
    “Just do your thing. Give Randolph back and let us have the mana,” Evelyn said, clutching her broken horn in her hand. 
 
    “I’ll do you one better,” he replied with one last painful psychic message that caused blood to stream down our faces from our ears and noses. With that, the runes etched in the ship lit up, the viewscreen turned on, and a humming could be heard in the grates below. “I’ll give you a ship.” 
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   W e spent the next half of a day joylessly ransacking the cargo of each Voidship that we could get into, absorbing mana from their advanced runic technology on the spot. It took so long because every time one of us did so, we’d be lost in the cycle of cultivating our powers and recovering lost energy. By the end of the day—if we could call it that, down here in the heart of an alien planetoid with no obvious basis for a day/night cycle—most of us had cultivated multiple times, and we were starting to feel like ourselves again. 
 
    Only Randolph had forgone much of his share of the loot. 
 
    “Way I see it, I’m the one who’s going to get the Voidship,” he reasoned. “Seems pretty unfair if I take too much of the mana, with that in mind.” 
 
    The schematics and a rudimentary understanding of the ancient language of the creators of the Voidships had been etched into his mind by Nyarlathotep, who was now sharing his head with him as a silent spectator—and occasional participant. 
 
    “You do you, man,” I said, sifting through a hunk of husks that had once been tentacles, trying to find the eldritch core at their center. “As long as you get me to the Void, you can keep this ship and as much loot as you want.” 
 
    He shifted anxiously all of a sudden and pivoted to face me. He looked around cautiously. Carmilla was the only other person in the room with us at the moment. She was practicing a new vampiric spell of hers, manipulating her own blood into acidic darts that were powerful enough to sear holes into the hull of the derelict ship we now scavenged. 
 
    “What do you want to go to the Void for?” he asked. 
 
    I looked at him like he had just sprouted a cock on his nose. “What do you mean? We have to find Dahlia before we head back to Esoterica.” 
 
    His eyes went wide and glistened with trepidation. He closed them and took a deep breath. Keeping them closed, he said just a few words, but they were packed with treachery. “We’re not doing that.” 
 
    I dropped the tentacles to the ground with a hard, dry thud and stood up straight. My heart was suddenly pounding in my chest, adrenaline flaring. “Say that again for me, Randolph.” 
 
    “We’re not going to the Void, Liam,” he spat back at me. 
 
    “Ignoring for a moment the inevitable fact that, yes, we are going there, I’m eager to hear your reasoning,” I said, seething beneath the veneer of a calm demeanor I could scarcely keep together. 
 
    Carmilla, too, had perked up and made her way over to listen in. 
 
    “A ton of reasons. I’ll name a few. First one: it’s too dangerous. Next one: we don’t know in what pocket of the Void Dahlia is even in. Have another reason: I’m not sure it’s such a good idea to bring Dahlia back in her state, Liam, and I know that’s hard to hear, but—” 
 
    “Are you fucking serious, Randolph?!” Carmilla hissed at him all of a sudden. “I should slap you silly, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Car-Car, Dahlia killed Rebecca and Melody!” Speaking of Melody, the lithe blue ghost had hovered into the deck of the ship and was listening from the corner, watching patiently as the drama unfolded without a hint of emotion on her face. 
 
    “Randolph, refusing to help Dahlia isn’t just being a bad friend or a betrayal—it’s ungrateful. We’d all be dead if she hadn’t sacrificed herself to save us,” I said. “And you want to abandon her to suffer in the Void by herself?” 
 
    “I didn’t see her sacrifice herself,” he said, clenching his fists. His right hand soon rested atop the hilt of his rapier. “All I’ve got is your word on that, man, and to be honest, I’m not sure you two see clearly when it comes to Dahlia.” 
 
    I squinted at him in confusion, though my rage was bubbling up to the surface really quickly. “This is the first I’ve ever heard you talk about her this way,” I noted. “I thought she was your friend, man. If you had these feelings, why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “Please, you were so pussy-whipped and so raw from what happened with the Headmistress—” 
 
    “Oh, you mean you betraying us?!” I interrupted him. “You’re using that as an excuse?” 
 
    “If I didn’t ‘betray’ you, she’d be dead!” he said, pointing at Carmilla. 
 
    “You don’t fucking know that,” Carmilla scowled at him. “That’s just what you tell yourself so you can sleep at night. You tattled because you’re too chickenshit to own up to it for the jealousy-induced hissy fit that it was. Dahlia could read your aura. She sensed that shit in you way in advance, but even she didn’t think you’d stoop so low. If she was as unhinged as you say, she should have killed you back then. Hell, right now, I kind of wish she had.” 
 
    He looked at her, his face showing hurt and shock, clearly surprised by the tone she was taking and the things she was saying. If he didn’t expect Carmilla to be on my side on this, he was a bigger fuckup than I thought. If anything, Carmilla was even more willing to excuse Dahlia than I was. 
 
    “You can think what you want. We’re not rescuing Dahlia, so she can just murder you—or Evelyn, for god’s sake—when the mood suits her. And then, Liam and you, like fucking sociopathic pussies, will just make excuses for her. Dahlia will say she ‘had her reasons’ and you two will eat that shit up, and—” 
 
    “Can I say something?” Melody croaked in, floating between us. No one did anything to stop her, so she kept going. “As the one that Dahlia murdered, I personally have complicated feelings on this issue—but she did sacrifice herself. I felt it, and I even saw her pulling people out of the stomach of the Primarch Void Worm. So, at the very least, you owe her for that, right?” 
 
    “She killed you,” Randolph said in plain confusion. “Are you already so fucking bound to Liam’s will that you can’t see he’s manipulating you to feel this way? We don’t owe her shit.” 
 
    “So you’re the type to leave someone who rescued you to die. Got it,” Melody smirked. 
 
    “You’re insane. You’re all fucking insane,” he seethed, his hands ruffling through his blond hair in exasperation. 
 
    I had heard enough. “Randolph, you’re dead—” 
 
    “Don’t you fucking threaten me, Liam Elloway, you self-righteous bastard. You know I’m right! You fucking know it! You all do!” 
 
    “If you’d let me finish, Randy,” I sighed, burying my anger. “You’re dead to me. If you really are drawing this insane line in the sand, we’ll find another way—without you. In fact, I’m going to go so far as to say that when we return to Esoterica, I hope I never see you again. Fuck it, take the Voidship and go. Best of luck, really.” 
 
    I felt tears sting my eyes and saw the same emotions appearing on his face. Frustration. Sadness. Regret that things had come to this point. My stomach felt like I had swallowed a peeled lemon whole. 
 
    “Fine,” he said with all the bitterness I felt. 
 
    “I hate that it came to this,” I muttered. “After you helped me with Carmilla’s ascendancy to True Vampire, and crafting the ring for her, I thought I could truly let things go. You were a good friend to me after the pit, too. I won’t forget that.” I paused to swallow a lump in my throat. He didn’t interject, sensing I wasn’t done, allowing me to finish. “But—I can’t forgive you or even go on existing in the same universe as you if you are willing to let Dahlia drift in the Void on her own when you might have the power to rescue her. Maybe you’re right about her, Randy, but she’s my soulmate and Carmilla’s best friend. What kind of people would we be if we were okay with this?” 
 
    His eyes stared intensely into mine. Though our faces remained stoic and tense, there was a sea of emotion behind our eyes. In another life, he could have been like a brother to me, but in this one, he was like my own personal Judas Iscariot, betraying or bailing on me only at my weakest and most vulnerable moments. I couldn’t have it happen a third time. 
 
    We stood there, glaring into each other’s faces for a solid minute before Carmilla finally spoke up again, this time more calmly. “We know she fucked up, Randolph, but we’ve all made the decision to be there for her and help her redeem herself, whether or not she deserves it. That’s what love is.”  
 
    Randolph looked like he was going to punch someone. His fists were trembling so hard. “You are both so blind—” 
 
    “Well, you fucking heard him, then. Get on your brand new Voidship and get the fuck out of our sight,” Carmilla interrupted him. Her voice, too, was scratchy with tears. “I can’t believe you.” 
 
    He just shot her a look and turned his back on us. Minutes later, the others caught up on what had happened as Randolph found Brian outside and pulled him in for a hug to let him know what had transpired. Brian passed no obvious judgment over anyone but did announce his intent to leave with Randy. I expected as much, but Carmilla and Memento sobbed loudly at the announcement, giving him a bear hug. 
 
    “But your arm!” Memento complained, pecking him on the cheek. “You have to come back sometime, so I can fix it up!” 
 
    Brian looked at Randolph, who just stared straight at me, practically right through me. “It’s alright, Memento,” he said. “Let’s let things cool down a while, and I’m sure we’ll be back—” 
 
    “You don’t get it,” I interrupted him. “He’s not welcome back.” I nodded at Randolph. “If he wants to come to Esoterica, I need to know in advance, so I can make sure my girls and I are gone.” 
 
    “You’re being dramatic,” Evelyn said, taking my hand. Her palms were hot to the touch, like fading embers. “Please, Liam—” 
 
    “I’m not fucking around, Eve,” I said, squeezing her hand lightly. “He’s content to let Dahlia float in the Void after she saved his life. Don’t forget he sold all of us out to the Headmistress just a few months ago.” 
 
    She nodded and let go of my hand, saying nothing more on the topic. The red-headed demoness just cast a sad expression over her shoulder at us as she crossed over to join Randy and Brian. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go with him?” Carmilla asked, scoffing in a show of disbelief. “I know he’s your boyfriend, but you’ve got a life back at Esoterica. And friends.” 
 
    “I’ve been at Esoterica longer than any of you,” she said. “I was really only hanging around for you all, but I don’t want to be the odd one out in your little daily love fest.” She giggled at that, and Carmilla’s twisted frown broke into a weak but sad smile of acceptance. “I am sure I’ll see you again someday. And for the record, I believe Dahlia’s worth it.” 
 
    Randolph’s face twisted at that, but he said nothing, just looked at the ground uncomfortably. Evelyn looked back over at him. 
 
    “Randy has his points,” she admitted, “but I really hope you find her. I’d help if I could, but something tells me I’d just be third-wheeling—or worse—if I followed you.” She took a minute to pause, staring me dead in the eyes with a pained look that I could understand. “Besides, Dahlia is dear to me, and I hope to see her again, but she needs you, Liam. I’m afraid I’d just be getting in the way of all your love when you bring her back. And I know you will.” She smiled. I smiled back. What else could I do? 
 
    Watching the Voidship leave was an impressive sight to behold. The enormous ship roared, its engines sounding like some eldritch monstrosity powered them from the screaming sounds it made—and for all I knew, that could very well have been the case.  
 
    The tentacles on the sides of the ship sprang to life, wriggling as the hull of the ship faded to a black so black that it defied description, and then it crumbled into dust and vanished in the same way that we did when we teleported or used a Waypoint spell. I would miss Brian, but my heart felt lighter to see Randolph gone—lighter, but emptier. At least Nyarlathotep was no longer in our hair, which was indisputably a good thing. 
 
    Maybe I was being petty. Maybe I was even wrong about Dahlia. But I knew that I wouldn’t be a man if I let a woman that I was responsible for float aimlessly in the Void, possibly withering and dying there, if there was anything I could do about it. If Randolph couldn’t accept or understand that, then he was too far gone for me to mourn. 
 
    There was still more work to do, but we were only hours away from finishing the mission, casting a Waypoint spell to be back on campus again. The thought made me feel warm, just thinking about it, until I remembered Dahlia, and then I felt cold again. 
 
    When I was alone on one of the Voidships, Uther and I sat together, absorbing the alien tech’s mana stores. Since adding Melody to the harem, I was taking in mana even more efficiently, and I had powered myself up a great deal. I also gave Melody the ability to cast more spells in her spectral form, which would make her way more useful on missions, especially since she was so hard to hurt, being literally untouchable to anything but Void Things. But with one trove of mana-filled loot left, Uther and I were left to conspire about what to spend it on—and commiserate over the loss of our friends. 
 
    “Man, I’m going to miss Brian,” I said, turning over a runic token in my hands. 
 
    Me, too, Uther said. If I’m honest, I’ll miss Randolph, as well. 
 
    I nodded. “Me, too,” I admitted in a whisper. “He had his ups and downs, but he was a good guy most of the time.” I could only admit this to Uther because he was already inside my head. I’d never say as much to anyone else. “He was a smarmy bastard, but it’s going to be hard being the only guy around.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a moment or two longer than was comfortable, but eventually Uther piped back up. What do you suggest we use the remainder of the mana for? he asked. His twinkling starlit eyes were staring back at me. Dahlia’s eyes. Further proof that she was still out there and my connection to her was still strong. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I confessed. “But I think that it might be a good idea to strengthen my private subplane. Maybe even see if I can make it cross dimensions.” 
 
    You’re thinking that might be a way to get Dahlia back on the cheap, aren’t you? Uther asked. I don’t think it’ll be that easy. The Void isn’t like other dimensions, and I doubt there is enough mana here to make something like what you’re suggesting work. 
 
    “Well, I’ll enhance it in some way or another,” I shrugged, my palms tightening my grip on my knees as I sat deep in thought. “As it stands, it’s not particularly useful. Maybe I could make it continue to exist even when I’m not there. I could store bodies for Necromancy, and have the subplane come with me to whatever dimension I’m currently in with all its contents.” 
 
    That seems more realistic, Uther conceded. But it is useful as it is. You just lost faith in it after what happened before. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, nodding cautiously. “That’s very possible. In any case, let’s get this party started, shall we?” 
 
    As you wish. 
 
    When we walked back to our meeting spot, Uther remained in his full-sized fox form. As we approached the girls, it felt as though I was walking out of the church at the end of a funeral and locking eyes with the family of the deceased. Only Melody looked relatively unaffected by the loss of all our friends, and understandably so. They weren’t her friends. 
 
    “Melody,” I asked as I rejoined them, Carmilla and Memento each holding tight to one of my arms. “Thanks for sticking up for Dahlia back there. You really didn’t have to. You were the one person I would have expected to agree with him, and I would have even understood and forgiven it. But you didn’t.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s whatever,” she said. “To be honest, I’ve killed my fair share of people, so I’m not one to judge.” 
 
    I flinched at that, but it somehow made me laugh. “Please don’t murder anyone without my clearance from now on, though, alright?” 
 
    “Sure, boss,” she said, mocking me playfully with a dramatic salute. “Now, can we go home so everyone can eat some real food and get some fucking rest? It’s exhausting to watch everyone whimper so pathetically from lack of food and sleep all the time.” 
 
    We all laughed at that, releasing a modicum of tension. “Gladly,” I said, preparing to cast my Waypoint Spell. “To Esoterica, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-24 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I t’d been a few days since we wrapped the mission. Carmilla, Memento, and I spent the first full day afterward in a naked cuddle puddle, just recovering and regenerating from the trauma of the ordeal. 
 
    When we’d left on the mission, there were eight of us, including Melody as an ethereal stowaway. We’d come back with only four. 
 
    Once Mimi and Carmilla resumed their classes and studies, there were a few days when we only saw each other in the evenings. I spent most of my time alone, though I was never truly on my own as Melody was always close by. 
 
    “What are you working on, Liam?” she asked, curiously floating over my shoulder as I pored over some notes Dahlia left behind in the Tome of Ultimate Evil as it lay on my desk. I had found it undisturbed when I got home, and it made my stomach jerk to think that she was the last one who touched it. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “Well, something, but I’m not sure what yet.” I was examining the book intensely, looking for some ancient spell that I might be able to leverage to find Dahlia and enter the Void, but it was a dim hope, to say the least. Necromancy didn’t actually have any overlap with portal magic, interdimensional travel, or the Void. 
 
    At least, that’s what I had thought until I found a clearly illustrated page depicting wraiths and ghosts doing battle with Void tentacles, attacking them with ethereal weapons, and ripping them asunder. It was graphic and reminded me of spending weekends staring at the Monster Manual for D&D and the Bestiary for Pathfinder when I was in junior high. The illustrations were that clear, that thoroughly drawn. 
 
    Dahlia had left notes behind. Most of them were translated and Romanized spells with descriptions of what they did. “Exsanguination,” I muttered aloud. “Blood Golemancy, Doomfire, Ray of Withering…” They all sounded badass, but nothing here would solve my immediate problems. I was just about to head to the library when I slammed the book closed so that the back was facing up. A slip of paper jutted out from between the back cover and one of its last pages. I tugged at it and found a note written in Dahlia’s hand. 
 
      
 
    Dear Liam, 
 
    I’ve been working on this tome for you night and day since you handed it over to me, whenever I’ve had a spare moment. There’s a lot of potential in this book, and I know that you can master all of it. I have every intention of teaching you everything I’ve gleaned from it myself, but just in case something happens on the mission, I want to make sure I leave this note behind. Morbid of me, right? Still, better safe than sorry. You might not know this, but I write a note like this every time I go on a mission, just in case. 
 
    You’ll find the text translated into English, the language native to you and the other boys, that I scrawled on loose sheets of paper, acting as bookmarks for various pages on which their spells appear. In my room, I also have a partially completed translation guide to the language of the Void, which I have been documenting for my own purposes. Please take it if you ever have to read this letter. It’s yours, and I hope with it, you will gradually be able to unlock more of the secrets of this book. 
 
    But that concludes the business portion of this letter. This is the important part. Liam, if ever we get separated, if I die and you live, I want you to know that there is nothing in the multiverse I love more than you. From the first moment I saw your aura, I knew that I’d be yours until my dying days, and you’d be mine, and although our time together has been short so far, it has been the happiest time of my life, despite everything. 
 
    I grew up in a primitive village in a savage, superstitious world. You could probably guess what happened when the stars in my eyes appeared. My own neighbors, my uncle, my friends… branded me a witch and set me upon the pyre. That was the first time my Void powers took over, and I lost control to the darkness that now everyone knows is inside me—my greatest shame. 
 
    I didn’t always feel that way about the darkness, but when I fell in love with you, I realized just how horrid that darkness was because you were the opposite. You were bright, shiny, and pure. Your aura glowed so brilliantly to me that it was almost blinding, intoxicating to look at. If the light felt so good, then that darkness must have been wicked and wrong. 
 
    I lied to you. I lied to you about Rebecca, and I’m so sorry about that. Rebecca’s aura was poison to us. There is no doubt in my mind that she would have spelled doom for you, but I shouldn’t have killed her. It took your gentleness with me for me to understand just how barbaric my vindictive violence is. I should have let you hear me out, and we could have made a decision together. But I’ve always been one to take action on my own. To survive. 
 
    And sometimes I still lose control. The Void wants me, Liam. I feel it growing inside me, incubating, and I know that one day, it’ll claim me completely, and I’ll be gone. Until then, all I want to do is enjoy every second I can by your side—with you, Carmilla, and Memento. I love you all, but Liam, I love you most. 
 
    I hope that one day I still have the chance to earn true forgiveness with regard to Rebecca and Melody. And… your time in Perdition was my fault, too. That cannot be ignored. To know that I caused you, the love of my life, that level of suffering tortures me every day. When I look at your aura now, it’s like nails being driven into my eyes. The pit broke you. You’re so strong, though. You hide it so well. But I know. I can tell. And I’m so sorry, Liam. It makes me want to die when I think about it. 
 
    All I can say is that I will work hard every day for the rest of my life to redeem myself and to be worthy of your forgiveness. I know you never asked for me to earn it. You essentially offered it freely, but I need you to know I’ve changed, or at least see how hard I’m trying. And if something happens and you lose me, I want you to have this letter so you can imagine, maybe, how much you could have loved me if I had succeeded. 
 
    Thank you for letting me be yours, 
 
    Dahlia White 
 
      
 
    Tear stains were visible on the parchment. The dried ones were hers, but the fresh ones were mine. I must have read the letter a dozen times, over and over again, Melody quietly watching me as I sobbed from the corner. At first, seeing a letter written in her own hand, addressed to me, was enough to bring me some comfort, but upon reading it, practically committing it to memory as I spent a full hour studying every word, I felt mainly pain. 
 
    And purpose. Once the pity party had ended, I realized that I would stop at nothing to reclaim Dahlia. I would find her in the Void and take her back, and whatever state she was in, I would accept her, no matter what, even if she was little more than a puddle of tentacles. I wouldn’t forsake her as long as there was even a sliver of her left. I was connected to her, after all, the same way I was connected to Carmilla and Memento. Hell, I could drink blood now, and every day I became more and more aware of the sharpening of my own canines. 
 
    And there it was. That realization was the opening of the floodgates that I needed to spur an idea. I was still connected to Dahlia. I could feel her, which meant that her powers, like Carmilla’s, were a part of me somehow—I just needed to tap into them. 
 
    I held the letter in my hand and sat cross-legged on my bed, closing my eyes, targeting Dahlia’s essence—whatever that meant. I was just trying to find that piece of her that was inside me, to latch onto it and allow it to manifest in me in whatever way it chose to. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Melody asked, hovering circles around my head. 
 
    “I’m trying to access my Harem-Magus connection to Dahlia,” I explained. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help with that,” she suggested. 
 
    I opened one eye. “How?” 
 
    “Remember when I forced Nyarlathotep to manifest in Randolph?” she asked. “Admittedly, that didn’t work out so great, but I think I can, you know, go inside you and try to help draw out that connection, if you’ll let me try.” 
 
    It was worth a shot. “My body is your body. Hop right in,” I said, cringing at the thought of it but willing to attempt anything. 
 
    Melody floated up close to me so that our faces were practically touching, and she stole a make-believe kiss at the last second before leaping into my body. 
 
    I’d never felt anything so cold in all my life. It was like my guts were in the Arctic Ocean. And then came the invasion—I could feel Melody peeling back corners of my mind, digging through private thoughts, trauma, and fantasies—some even about her—on her way to my bond with Dahlia. 
 
    And then everything went black. Not black, as in so dark I couldn’t see. I mean that suddenly everything about me started going black. My veins went black, and so did my eyes, I was sure. My hair, too, was as dark and slick as the Void appendages I’d fought so many times. I could feel Dahlia as though she was right next to me, her connection to me manifesting in my own flesh. 
 
    Melody was ejected from my body with surprising force. Instinctively I reached out for her and caught her by the wrist. Caught her. 
 
    Her eyes went wide as she floated in place, held there by me. “Liam,” she said, her face lit with joy as tears formed in the corners of both her eyes. “You’re touching me!” 
 
    “But how?” I asked, but then I realized. 
 
    “Void Things can touch ethereal beings!” she exclaimed. “Like the Primarch Void Worm! It managed to hurt me, remember?” 
 
    I grinned wickedly. “You know what that means.” 
 
    “You look so fucking hot right now with all this Void power,” she moaned, biting her lip. “Can we fuck? Pretty please, before it goes away.” 
 
    “You read my mind,” I said. “Make those clothes disappear, pronto.” 
 
    She obeyed so eagerly that her body was shivering with anticipation as her blue dress disappeared from her body, leaving only her tight, petite physique for me to inspect. Sexy didn’t begin to describe her as she hovered over me, naked and eager to be mine. 
 
    Her skin wasn’t cold to me—in fact, it was hot to the touch, but pleasantly so. I tugged her out of the air and lowered her body onto my lap as we kissed passionately. Her tight dancer’s ass wriggled on my crotch as she mewled into my lips. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, pulling back for a second. “What about Dahlia? Does this form help us?” 
 
     “Yeah, it gives me some ideas for sure,” I said, “But I need to understand it first, test its limits, see how long I can hold it before I charge into the Void blindly. This is one way to do that. To be honest, it’s the only reason I’m dropping everything for this right now.” 
 
    She grinned and bit my lip, groaning to be able to taste it. “Then let’s do some stress tests, bad boy.” She made quick work of my belt, even floating upside down for a second to tug my pants off with surprising violence. She growled and shrieked as she attempted to strip me as quickly as she could, and she only relaxed when I was as naked as she was. 
 
    “I’m a virgin, but I’m gonna fuck you like you’ve never been fucked, motherfucker,” she growled. 
 
    “You’ve got stiff competition,” I hissed as her hand started stroking my shaft. She’d clearly done her research, even if she was inexperienced, because the little ghost knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    “I’m competitive,” she said. “Don’t underestimate me.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I knew this about you already,” I remarked, but then I lost my composure and groaned, feeling her hand pumping expertly, my tip wetting already with precum. 
 
    “Barely even the half of it,” she replied, giggling. “And speaking of competition…” She reached up with one hand to grab my head and pull me in to kiss her again. We shared another tender moment, kissing each other deeply as our tongues danced together. When she pulled back, her expression had changed. Gone was the playful smile; gone were the happy tears. In its place was a fierce determination etched across her features. 
 
    “Fuck, Liam,” she whispered, “I can't believe I'm finally really going to know what it’s like to feel you inside me. You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted this, how much time I’ve spent thinking about this moment. And now that it's here...” 
 
    Suddenly I felt a surge of something like hunger inside of me. It was bestial, primal, and it responded to her by hardening my member even further. My cock throbbed in her grasp, and the urge to take her was almost overwhelming, but I held myself back, deciding it was better if she took the lead. I wasn't sure what would happen if I cut loose with Dahlia's Void Form coursing through me. 
 
    “Touching you just feels so good,” she sighed, “so perfect. I don’t want to stop.” 
 
    “Me either,” I said, my voice distorted with Void energies. 
 
    “Oh fuck yes,” she gasped, lifting herself off my lap and straddling me. I watched as she spread her pussy lips open, revealing the light blue folds within. Then she pushed forward, sinking down onto my erection with an audible moan. The feeling was incredible, and she began rocking her hips back and forth rapidly, mewling loudly as she rode me like a wild woman. 
 
    “God, Liam!” she cried out. “I feel so full of your cock! It’s so deep inside me!” 
 
    “I can see that,” I growled, and it was literally true. Her spectral body was still translucent, and I watched my dick as she massaged it with her throbbing inner walls. 
 
    “I’m so close already,” she whimpered, riding me faster and harder. Her eyes closed tightly as she focused on the pleasure radiating from her sex. Her perky breasts bounced wildly as she rode me, and I gripped them both in my hands. 
 
    “So am I,” I growled. 
 
    “Liam!” she moaned, arching back against me. “Yes! Fuck me, bad boy! I wanna feel your Void cock blow up inside my ghost pussy!” 
 
    I let out a growl as my fingers ran through her hair. “There's a statistically unlikely sentence.” 
 
    The feeling of her pussy clenching and caressing my shaft was driving me crazy, but I held back somehow. Instead, I grabbed her waist and lifted her off my lap, then spun her around. Her body arched back, her head resting on my shoulder, and she cried out in surprise as she floated above me. I didn’t waste any time, grabbing her ass and thrusting upwards, my cock finding her pussy again with pinpoint accuracy that only a Harem-Magus could manage. She screamed in bliss as my cockhead penetrated her as she was suspended in the air, her legs wrapped around me behind her. Her hands found her mouth, seeking in vain to stifle her animalistic squeals. 
 
    I continued pumping my hips furiously, and her cries grew louder as her orgasm neared. Her eyes were wide with excitement, and she looked back at me with monstrous intensity. Her body quaked violently as she drooled and struggled to express herself, making profane sounds as her eyes rolled back into her head. As her orgasm washed over her, she started convulsing uncontrollably. 
 
    “Ahh! Ahhh! Oh God, Liam! I’m cumming so hard!” she moaned, her whole body trembling as she tried in vain to control her ecstasy. 
 
    I grunted as I pumped my cock in and out of her tight pussy while it compressed around me, holding her in place with one arm while my free hand groped her little tits. After several minutes of this, I was nearing my closing number as well, and baby, I was going to bring the house down. 
 
    “I’m gonna cum inside your spectral cunt, Mel,” I growled, giving her tight ass a sharp smack. 
 
    “Oh fuck yeah, baby! Cum for me! Give it to me! I'm, like, ninety-nine percent sure ghosts can't get pregnant!” 
 
    Her words spurred me on, and I slammed my hips upwards, burying myself balls deep inside her as I grunted loudly. I clenched my teeth as I came, filling her up with my seed. I felt it burst inside her, and my climax washed over me, shaking my entire being. I fell backward, gasping for breath, and Melody floated beside me, her arms wrapped around my neck. 
 
    We lay there together, recovering, until eventually I sat up and pulled her back onto my lap. We kissed again, tumbling to the bed, her body atop mine, because otherwise, she'd just sink right through the mattress and sheets. 
 
    “I'm so happy,” she laughed, kind of crazily, into my chest. “Oh my God, it's just like I always imagined it would be.” 
 
    I shot her a confused look. “Really?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    “I mean the feeling. I obviously didn't imagine I'd be a ghost fucking a Void Thing necromancer,” she giggled, rolling her eyes teasingly. 
 
    *** 
 
    After my Void Form finally died down, Melody and I went to Dahlia’s room. We got inside easily because I had a copy of her key. I’d been putting off going into this room, which I realized was stupid of me. It was made all the clearer after reading her letter, of course, and seeing her lay it out for me that she expected me to take the translation guide for myself. 
 
    I recognized just about every individual object in her room. Her clothes, neatly folded atop her wardrobe; statues of angels and gargoyles that rested on her desks; white and black candles that surrounded her bed, which sat oddly at the center of the room, in a way that would drive any earthly fire department nuts to see. But it was elegant, and the smell—her smell—filled my nose as I walked into the door, almost driving me to tears again. 
 
    I found the journal, or translation guide, and looked it over once very quickly. 
 
    “What does this do for us?” Melody asked curiously. 
 
    “Maybe nothing at the moment,” I said. “But Dahlia wanted me to have it.” 
 
    “Did she want you to help her return her old library books?” she asked, pointing at an open tome that sat on her chair. I hadn’t noticed it at first because the chair was pushed in underneath the desk. 
 
    I picked up the book. My eyes went wide. This was the book of Void magic that I had given Dahlia a few months ago, just before our botched attempt on the Headmistress’s life. It was full of Void-based spells, and I noticed that she’d marked a few of them with scraps of paper. 
 
    I opened the book to one of the marked pages and chuckled, my heart clenching in my chest as I recognized a doodle of me sleeping—back when I could sleep—on the slip of paper she’d been using to keep her place. 
 
     Then I gasped aloud. “This is the spell she used to summon the portal that took her into the Void!” I said, my stomach pirouetting from excitement. “This is it!” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Melody said, trying to clap me on the shoulder. She whimpered as her hand went through me again. “But are you ready for that?” 
 
    “I’ll have to use my Void Form,” I said, interpreting some notes Dahlia had written in the margin. Many of the spells in this book were scrawled in the language we all studied for spellcasting, but this particular spell was one of a few that was exclusively scrawled in the language of those who created the Void. She must have hastily translated it upon learning the language as a bit of extra practice, probably never thinking she’d have to use it. 
 
    “So you need to rest,” Melody said. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “And I’ll also need something else, a power source to open a portal from that side back to Esoterica. A Waypoint isn’t going to work in the Void, so I need the power required to cast two portal spells in a row, and furthermore, it needs to be enough power to take me to the Void and back.” 
 
    Melody nodded. “I get it. That’s what Dahlia lacked. If she had enough power, she could’ve come back.” 
 
    My guts soured at that thought. If only. 
 
    She continued after a moment of quiet thinking. “But where are we going to get something like that? Would normal magic items do?” 
 
    “Maybe Elder Orbs, but I’m almost out of those, and we don’t have time to gather more.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what those are.” 
 
    “Story for another day,” I said, waving a dismissive hand. “But I do think I have something that might do the trick.” 
 
    All of a sudden, Uther appeared in his smaller form by my side. Melody, good to see you, he said. 
 
    “Hi, puppy!” Melody called back to him, making Uther growl a bit. 
 
    Liam, I’ve been listening in for a little while now, and I’m happy that there’s some hope, but am I right in assuming you’re going to use the crown? 
 
    I looked into his face, dead in the eyes. “Bingo,” I said. “That’s the plan.” 
 
    Alright, he said. 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “Alright?” 
 
    Alright, he agreed. I can’t stop you. I know how important this is to you, but you must allow me to stay close so I can remove the crown once the mission is done. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m sure I’ll be able to remove it myself,” I said. 
 
    I’m not as sure, so grant me this. 
 
    I slapped him on the shoulder. “You got it.” 
 
    That night, I finally slept. Ever since Carmilla got back, her top priority was finding a spell that would induce a dreamless sleep so that I could actually get some real rest. It worked perfectly. The next morning I awoke more refreshed than I had since I’d crawled out of the Pit. I almost laughed as I realized that, in planning to go to the Void, I had basically traded one nightmare dimension for another. 
 
    We had a full breakfast and then teleported to the Pentagram, a good, open, isolated spot for spells such as this with very stable magical currents that would limit the risk of minor errors causing bigger issues. I looked at my companions. Just my familiar and my ghost—it was too dangerous and pointless to involve Carmilla and Memento, though they certainly tried to come along. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked Uther, but Melody responded first. 
 
    “Yep,” she said. 
 
    Yes, of course, Uther agreed. Trigger your Void Form and cast the spell when you’re prepared. 
 
    I nodded. “Here we go then. Dahlia,” I said, looking at my hands as I began the spell. “I’m coming for you, baby.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2-25 
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   A s you might expect, the Void was largely black, but in my Void form, I could see the outlines of everything in a color that defied human description. In this form, I transcended humanity, becoming something else entirely, and I would need every ounce of that alien power to make it out of this mission in one piece—with Dahlia, of course. 
 
    Uther was with me, but he was pocketed away in the localized demiplane where familiars went when they weren’t needed. He was close, a breath away if I required him, and I could feel his presence in my mind as I surveyed my surroundings. 
 
    I was floating in pitch-black darkness that stretched out infinitely on all sides. The only exceptions to the darkness were distant, pearly white orbs like planets and asteroids, some of them a steely gray in hue. Aside from the third, mind-rending color previously mentioned, everything here was black or shades of gray, but I had to strain to see anything but the darkness of the Void itself. 
 
    In desperation, I called out her name. “Dahlia!” I shouted. There was no doubt she was near. I could feel her, but I couldn’t see her. I tried to focus on that feeling and was able to narrow it down to a single direction. Obviously, I headed in that direction, propelling myself forward through sheer Void-powered will. 
 
    Nothing took notice of me here, like I belonged here. Off in the distance, I began to see creatures floating through space with me, off in the distance, but here all the same. Black orbs of quivering eyes shot past me, while Void Dragons and Void Worms and other creatures I didn’t recognize were also visible in the distance. 
 
    As I pushed onward, I realized I was heading in the direction of something that looked like a huge, opalescent moon. It rapidly grew as I approached, and I watched it with some trepidation, feeling something ominous about it as I propelled myself ever nearer. 
 
    But then all lingering doubt and worry vanished when I saw her. There she was, curled up in the fetal position, her hair, long and black, her eyes closed, her skin marked, like mine, with thick black veins and other markers of the Void. Despite it all, she was still beautiful, still my Dahlia. 
 
    I pushed closer, and soon I was holding her in my arms. “Dahlia!” I said, trying to wake her. She was hot to the touch, like she had a fever or something, but she didn’t respond. “Dahlia, baby!” I tried one more time but to no avail. 
 
    “Uther,” I said aloud. “It might be time for you to make an appearance. I’m going to need to use the crown. To open the portal back up.” 
 
    He appeared by my side in his huge fox monster form, his lips snarling already as I reached in the pouch on my hip and pulled out the crown while my free arm continued to support Dahlia’s unconscious body. He watched with fear as I placed the crown on my head, and it felt cold as it sat atop it. For a moment, that was all I felt. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. 
 
    Shit? asked Uther, his starry eyes showing panic. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t feel any—” 
 
    My words were interrupted by a sudden swell in power that caused my body to react violently. Red horns jutted out, curving from my forehead. Long predatory fangs appeared in my mouth, and my skin went red. Black and red bat wings emerged from my back, painfully at first, but then the pain turned to pleasure as I felt power seeping through me. Finally, from my shoulders, two long tentacles emerged. 
 
    And then the moon ahead of me winked. It was an eye, opening and closing, and from behind it emerged a corona of tentacles that swam out toward me, reaching, trying to stop me. From behind me, multitudes of Void creatures that had flown past suddenly adjusted their course, seeking me out, knowing that I was, in fact, not one of them after all. 
 
    The ensuing battle should have been legendary, but it was over in an instant. As the tentacles plummeted toward me, I raised my wand with no spell in mind and watched with glee as they popped, spreading the mess of their brackish alien blood throughout the space of the Void. 
 
    The creatures behind me, too, plunged forward to their dooms—unpersuaded to retreat by the quick work I made of the moon-thing ahead of me. I pivoted to face the horde and grinned savagely as I thrashed my wand again, causing them to expand as though inflated until they, too, popped, making shrill screams that would drive mere mortals insane from the sound. 
 
    And then it was quiet. 
 
    Liam! Uther said, fear plaguing his voice. The portal! Now! 
 
    I shook myself out of the blood-drunk haze I had found myself in and incanted the spell. The portal opened effortlessly, and I prepared to charge through. 
 
    Give me the crown, Liam, Uther said. 
 
    I just glared at him. 
 
    Liam, this is why I’m here. Let me take it, then, alright?  
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    Yes, Liam, or so help me, I’ll make you kill me. Let me take the crown! 
 
    My hand reached out as though on its own, taking my familiar by his massive neck and constricting around his jugular. His eyes bulged, still making desperate contact with mine. He just raised his paw to me, open, as though asking for alms. 
 
    The… crown, he whispered psychically, and suddenly I realized what I was doing. 
 
    I released him and tore the crown off of my head, handing it over to him. “Take it,” I said. “I’m so sorry. Just take it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Instead of a successful rescue mission, it felt a lot like a funeral. It had been the better part of the day, and we had placed Dahlia in her bed and were taking turns watching her. At least, that’s what was supposed to happen, but Memento, Carmilla, Melody, Uther, and I were just sitting there on the floor next to her bed for the better part of the day, staring, waiting, hoping she’d wake up. 
 
    We tried many things. We tried washing her, casting spells to remove lingering enchantments, having Melody go inside her to draw her out—that was the only thing that gave us fresh information. 
 
    “It’s like she’s not in there,” Melody said. “I mean, she is. I can sense her. But she’s buried.” 
 
    “Beneath what?” I asked. 
 
    “Blackness,” she shrugged. “That’s all.” 
 
    We sat there for a long time, occasionally talking, sharing ideas. Every idea was stupid, but there wasn’t a single one of them we didn’t try, except for the ones that were dangerous. 
 
    When I was all out of options, I knew there was only one thing left to do. 
 
    “I’m summoning the Headmistress.” I expected a string of protests, but I got none. Everyone looked too defeated and hopeless to offer up much. 
 
    “Don’t promise her anything,” Carmilla said. 
 
    “I’ll try not to,” I said. 
 
    I held her sigil in my hand and rubbed it. It was just a matter of time now, I knew. Soon the wind picked up just outside Dahlia’s balcony, a thick green haze filling the room, and I knew it was happening. 
 
    The Headmistress's tall, aged form appeared before us, looking down on us. 
 
    “Oh good,” she remarked, laughing. “The last time I saw all of you together you were trying to murder me, but it looks like that isn’t what I’m being called in for this time, is it?” Her eyes fell upon Dahlia, and her smugness faded from her voice. “Is that Ms. White?” She sounded genuinely shocked. 
 
    “It is,” I said. “I rescued her from the Void—” 
 
    “—I see. Of course, let me take a look.” 
 
    Headmistress Waite knelt down beside the bed and pulled back Dahlia’s long black hair. She pressed a palm against her forehead, and the Headmistress’s own eyes closed as she began muttering some strange incantation. 
 
    Several minutes passed like that, and with each passing second, my heart beat faster and harder as I began to fear more and more whatever she was going to tell us. Was Dahlia’s soul already dead? Was she too far gone? Did I do this to her? 
 
    But she remained calm as she finally stood and turned to face me. Like a doctor with an impressive bedside manner, she smiled warmly at me, a look that told me not to worry, and before she even spoke, I felt my shoulders lose their tension. “She just needs time, Liam. She is full of the Void’s corruption, but it will pass.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, my hope making the words sound almost like a song. “Are you positive? Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” she said, “But I do not know in what mental state she will be when she comes out. She must have endured much to get into such a condition, and there’s no telling what’s left inside her head.” 
 
    “She endured so much,” Carmilla said tearfully. “She saved us all.” 
 
    “And you saved her,” the Headmistress nodded. “Now, if that’s all, I have a class in twenty minutes to prepare for.” 
 
    The Headmistress turned to Melody and smiled at her. “And I see you have fallen into his harem nicely. Good girl,” she said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I had hoped you’d be a bit more independent, but this works just as well.” 
 
    “It works great,” Melody grinned. “I got fucked.” 
 
    “Son of Dagon,” the Headmistress muttered under her breath as green clouds billowed at her feet, consuming her from the legs on up until she was gone and the haze had dissipated. 
 
    I looked at everyone. “Well, that’s that, then,” I said. “I’m going to stay here until she wakes up.” I paused, scanning everyone else’s expressions. “The rest of you can do whatever, and I’ll let you know when she’s ready.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Memento said, leaning forward and kissing me on the forehead. “You’re a good guy, Liam. Dahlia is lucky to have you.” 
 
    “Lucky to have us,” I said, smiling back at her. 
 
    “I’d like to stay for a little while, if it’s okay with you,” Carmilla whispered, her voice seemingly weak. 
 
    “Of course. You two were close, too. It only seems right.” 
 
    Everyone else left, even Melody—I’d ordered her to give me some space for a while. Only Carmilla and I remained, lying on the bed with Dahlia between us, each of us holding one of her hands. Neither of us fell asleep, for obvious reasons, but we must have lain there in silence for the better part of four hours. 
 
    At the end of that silence, though, I felt Dahlia’s hand tightening around my own. My stomach twisted, my heart pounded, and I swallowed a hard lump in my throat. I dared to look over at her. Carmilla had felt something, too; her eyes were as wide as I’d ever seen them. 
 
    We sat up, looking down on Dahlia’s beautiful face, beautiful even with the black veins that emerged from her eyes. And those eyes fluttered ever so gently, beginning to open. And when they opened at last, and I looked into them and saw only black, I panicked at first, until she spoke with lucid calm. 
 
    “Liam?” she said. “Is that you?” Her voice was practically a monotone, but it was her voice. 
 
    “And me,” Carmilla said, bloody tears dripping from her eyes. 
 
    “We’re both here,” I said, leaning down to kiss her. 
 
    “Good,” she said, smiling up at me, cupping my face in her hand. “I learned a secret.” 
 
    I grinned at her, hoping she was going to say something saccharinely cute from the soft touch of her hand. 
 
    Her frail smile transitioned into a trepidatious frown in the space of a split second, her black eyes seeming to swirl and bubble as she stared into mine. She looked at me, and she looked at Carmilla. “I know what the Void is,” she said. “I know everything about it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Dahlia’s Interlude 
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   T he Void was not cold, nor was it particularly warm to Dahlia White as she floated through its ashen-gray infinity. She watched as the Void Worm and the Void Dragon were torn inside out as they broke through the portal a few minutes after her and grinned smugly at that—at least her friends would be safe. She had done what she could, and it would be enough. She would be enough. 
 
    Her eyes scanned the shapeless expanse that was the Void. It was a lot like space, she thought, but still distinct. The opalescent spheres off in the distance illuminated her corrupted body. She was so stricken with the power of the Void, its horrible nature coursing vivaciously through her veins, that she worried she might not even be able to die here. She was trapped here and, she suspected, more Void Thing than human at this point. 
 
    She wished that she could open up the portal and go home, but it was a feat beyond her. Even a Waypoint wouldn’t work out here. Instead, she just had to exist until something realized she didn’t belong. She wasn’t really a Void Thing, was she? Eventually, they’d notice. Sooner or later, they’d puzzle it out and snuff the candle of her life out at last, and she could die with dignity, having served her purpose. 
 
    But it didn’t happen. Void Things, blasphemous betentacled horrors of all shapes and sizes, floated past her on their way to distant silvery spheres, and she wondered what they were and where they were headed with such clear purpose. She, too, seemed to be floating steadily toward one of the great globes, and dread filled her to bursting as that singular pearly orb grew in her vision until it was like staring into the face of a blue whale. 
 
    For at least an entire twenty-four-hour period, nothing happened. She didn’t sleep, nor did she cry; she just floated there in front of that massive shape, waiting to die. But she didn’t die, and she began to suspect that if she were meant to die, it would have happened already. 
 
    So what is going on? she wondered to herself. 
 
    After that long, empty day in the Void, watching Void Things continue to ignore her, watching the orb grow ever larger and brighter and whiter in her field of view, she would, at last, have her answer. A corona of swarming, slithering black tentacles protruded out from behind it like some kind of inky black halo of flailing boughs. It wasn’t all that disturbing to Dahlia. She’d seen worse. She’d been worse. 
 
    Then, a voice spoke with an immense power that Dahlia had never felt the likes of before. It was alien, and yet it was familiar. It was divine, and yet it was dark. The voice reverberated, causing the Void Space itself to quiver around her in a way that bent her mind to observe, yet she could hear every word clearly as though it were spoken to her in her native language. 
 
    But it was spoken in the language of the Void, and it was deep, but not cruel. The voice didn’t remind her much of Nyarlathotep. It didn’t inspire pain in her. Instead, it felt oddly comforting. 
 
    “Child,” it groaned deeply. “You are here before me, against all odds.” 
 
    Dahlia eyed the strange, teeming tentacles around the white sphere and said nothing, but something crept in her gut all the same. 
 
    “How is it that you have come here?” it said. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am one of the many Void Sources scattered throughout this dimension, and it is from those like me which Void Things spring to restore balance to the multiverse,” it bellowed. 
 
    Dahlia was utterly enticed. This was the first she’d ever heard of the Void having a purpose, and she wasn’t about to let that knowledge slip away, even if she was seconds from death. “What do you mean by balance?” she asked cautiously, her high voice airy and shaky. 
 
    “The Void exists to purge and diminish those who wield the Eldest Profanity.” 
 
    She recognized that name. It was what the aliens they’d met on the Void Worm’s asteroid called magic. 
 
    “Why does the Void want to do that?” 
 
    “Because the Outer Gods and the Great Old Ones require only two things to destroy the universe and remake it in their image. They need for the stars to align and for powerful sorcerers to exist. We will not banish the stars, but we can destroy the wielders of magic.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Dahlia said. “More are born every day. The multiverse is huge. How can you fight them all?” The notion was insane, and yet… 
 
    “There is a reason why the institution from which you operate is so small, child.” 
 
    She squirmed a bit at that. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Void manages to claim the lives of most sorcerers before they become aware of their powers. You are one survivor out of millions that we’ve extinguished. But your survival is no coincidence.” 
 
    She frowned at the orb, and it seemed a rather silly thing to do, making a face at a big tentacled sphere, but she did it anyway. “Explain.” 
 
    “You are my spawn,” it said, and Dahlia felt every muscle in her body freeze up. “You have been lost to me since birth, but now you have returned. You have a greater purpose.” 
 
    She couldn’t speak. The epiphany, the reveal that this monster was her father, if such a term could apply to something so inhuman, triggered more questions than it answered, so many that she couldn’t correlate all of her thoughts and instead just stammered stupidly as the thing continued to speak. 
 
    “The Void was created by the progenitors of all sorcerers, the inventors of what you call magic, millions of years ago. It was seen as a necessary step to undo the damage they caused to the fabric of the multiverse in creating what they referred to as the Eldest Profanity.” 
 
    “So magic was a mistake?” Dahlia asked, shocked. 
 
    “Indeed. Magic exists in many forms. In some universes, gods exist on smaller scales and grant magic to their followers, which can take many forms. But the magic which you possess is sin incarnate, a tool that will lead to the destruction of all creation throughout the cosmos.” 
 
    Dahlia shuddered. “Huge if true,” she admitted. “But what am I supposed to do about it?” 
 
    “You need do very little, my child. It is time for you to return to the Void and become a Void Source yourself,” it said, its halo of squirming tentacles growing excited at the pronouncement. 
 
    Dahlia soured her face. “I’m going to have to pass. Just kill me, please.” 
 
    “Impossible,” the Void Source replied, growing brighter in its luminance. “You must be assimilated.” 
 
    “My friends are all sorcerers,” she growled. “I’d never betray them.” 
 
    “If you cannot reconcile your human ties with your true purpose, then first your humanity must be purged. It is of no concern.” 
 
    A dozen or so tentacles extended from the crown of the Void Source, coalescing into one knotted appendage with many branches, grasping for Dahlia, but she swatted them away with her own tentacles. 
 
    “Impressive, but your humble few cannot hope to repel my legion,” the voice intoned, and she instantly knew it was true. Thousands of the tentacles reached out for her, entrapping her in their grip, and she felt profane energy pulsing into her body, heading straight for her mind. 
 
    And then it got to work, and she felt parts of her soul being overwritten, bits of her being erased. The tentacles, having planted the seeds of their corruption, released her, and she fought the battle of her life against its invasive attempt to mold her in the image of the Void. 
 
    Time passed. Days, maybe. It could’ve been longer, but she was still herself against all odds, floating in front of that orb, and for whatever reason, it made no more attempts on her. She could sense that it had failed, and yet the thing—her father, as she hatefully came to think of it—seemed blissfully unaware of the fact, assuming that the process was going forward as planned. 
 
    But it still pressed against her, and parts of her life were gone, that much was certain. She could no longer remember the face of her mother, the first time she and Liam kissed, or even what her room looked like. It was all gone, but she remained. Against all odds, she fought back, focusing on the things that anchored her—her love for Liam, her friendship with Carmilla, her purpose to stop the Headmistress. She held onto those pieces of her, those fragments from which she drew purpose and identity, and she clutched them tightly in her mind, so tight that even the power of the Void itself could not penetrate her defenses. 
 
    But it tried. Her mind and her soul were seared and burned, and she thought then she may have had a taste of the Hell Liam went through for her. The pain was all-encompassing, dominating her in all but spirit, and finally, after time immeasurable, she knew that she’d won, and that the seeds of the Void had failed to bear fruit. 
 
    But she, too, was defeated. Her mind was fractured and in need of healing, and so she withdrew into a coma-like state in which she remained until Liam and Uther appeared, taking her back, claiming her from the Void, brutalizing the white sphere and the legions of the Void that tried to take her away from Liam’s possessive arms.  
 
    And for a time, there was blackness. She was a voice in her own head, whispering to herself, able to conjure up not a single picture, and she wondered if that was death, if she was gone, and for all her lover’s efforts, that she had left him broken again. 
 
    Then her eyes blinked open, and she felt the warmth of two hands clasping each of hers—two hands that she could identify, even with so much of her mind lost to the Void. 
 
    Liam. Carmilla. Her best friends. Her lovers. She was back. 
 
    

  

 
    


   
   
 Chapter 3-1 
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   W e didn’t undertake any more long-term missions after our experience hunting the Primarch Void Worm. Three months had come and gone, and I found emotional sores and scars still lingering from that mission. 
 
    Even as Carmilla and I returned from an assignment on a demon-infested jungle planet in an obscure demiplane that was parallel to Esoterica in the pockets of the multiverse, thoughts of our failures on that mission still crept into my mind. 
 
    If we had planned more carefully, maybe we could have avoided Dahlia being lost to us for so long. Maybe she would still be entirely herself. But Carmilla always insisted I shouldn’t think that way, and I knew that she was right. 
 
    “Dahlia’s sacrifice did a lot to redeem her. Do you think she has regrets?” she asked me once. 
 
    I couldn’t honestly answer. “I can’t pretend to know how she feels about all of it. To be honest, I don’t think she can even gather all her thoughts on the subject.” 
 
    Dahlia was still herself—the identity of Dahlia White was intact, as well as her emotions for us, but a lot of the memories and concepts that formed those emotions were gone. It was heartbreaking to talk with her about anything that had happened more than three months ago. She couldn’t even remember Randolph, Brian, and Evelyn, much less the significance of their departure. She also couldn’t express much, if any, affection, her personality greatly compromised by her experience. 
 
    But she knew everything about the Void. She carried its secrets back with her when I ripped her from the clutches of the creepy tentacled orb that turned out to be her father. When I was in high school, my first girlfriend’s dad unironically brought a shotgun out on the patio when I picked his daughter up for the prom. I thought that was a bad ‘meet the parents’ experience, but I was sorely mistaken. 
 
    Carmilla and I Waypointed back to Esoterica, appearing together in my room. It was a minor tweak to the spell that I had worked out, allowing my harem girls to transport with me when I cast the Waypoint Spell, so long as we were within a certain range of each other. 
 
    Upon arriving, Carmilla instantly stripped off her black dress and lay naked in my bed but for a pair of lacy black panties. She didn’t need to sleep, but she liked the feeling of sheets under her skin and claimed that, as a sorceress, she still had need of rest, if not slumber. 
 
    I did need sleep, but I more often than not required her help to trigger it. My experience in Hell had left me pretty damaged, and one of the consequences of that was not being able to close my eyes on my own for any significant amount of time without flashing back to fractured memories of my time there, recalling mostly one red devil in particular who had joylessly tormented me for the bulk of my stay there. His face made him look like he was a jaded clerk at McDonald’s, but his actions… 
 
    I laid down on the bed and sidled up next to Carmilla. She smelled so good, like floral perfume and blood. There was just a bit of redness left on her lips, and I took the initiative to lean in and lick it off of her. 
 
    “Careful,” she moaned as I did so. “I just might jump you if you try something like that again.” 
 
    I had grown my own vampire fangs thanks to my connection to her, and they were fully functioning, but I didn’t possess most of her vampiric abilities. I couldn’t hover around at will or turn into bats, but her taste for blood had become a part of my—no, our routine. 
 
    “Wanna bite?” I asked, stroking back her long, raven-black locks. Her hair was silky smooth and as luxurious as any mane I’d ever seen on a woman, which was saying a lot. 
 
    “If you insist,” she grinned, and she leaned in close, wrapping her legs around me as her fangs sank into my neck. I jerked slightly at that initial pain, but soon it became a pleasure, and I returned the bite, chomping down on her shoulder. We mutually drank of each other’s blood, her moaning and grinding against me as we did so. My senses flooded with the intoxication that came with such a rush—like a perfect high. 
 
    My hand slid up her cool, tight body, starting at her thighs. I playfully snapped the elastic waistband of her flimsy lace panties on my way up to her breasts, fingering the outlines of her abdomen as I made my journey. Soon my hand was resting on a soft, perky breast, and she shuddered as my pinky traced playfully around her areola. 
 
    “Fuck,” she groaned into my neck as she continued to lap at it. “I’m so horngry.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I confessed, grinning as I bit down harder. She writhed a bit beneath me, but it wasn’t in pain. She was grinding her sex against my crotch as we consumed one another, tight in each other’s embrace. 
 
    “I’m ruining another perfectly good pair of lace panties for you, aren’t I?” she groaned. 
 
    I laughed, and then in response, I grabbed the seat of the panties and ripped them off of her, breaking the fabric. 
 
    “Those were expensive,” she moaned. 
 
    “Have Melody conjure some new ones,” I shrugged. 
 
    She frowned into my neck. I felt her lips twitching against my flesh as she said, “I tried that. She makes them scratchy. I think she does it on purpose.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Just don’t wear any, then. Easier access.” 
 
    She giggled. “Now we’re talking.” 
 
    I slipped a digit into her wet pussy and she pulled away from my neck for the first time since biting down on it. Her eyes, all black sclera and red irises, regarded me with a wide-eyed, lustful expression as she bit down on her own lip, drawing blood. I licked it up as my finger probed her depths, and that led to us making out like horny teens under the bleachers at a homecoming game. 
 
    We were both sweating heavily by the end of it, and I rolled off of her onto my back, pulling her atop me. I kissed her again, sucking on her bottom lip as I moved my hips in slow circles, rubbing my crotch against her damp cunt. 
 
    “Take off your fucking pants,” she hissed, and I obeyed, slipping out of my clothes and kicking them aside, letting them drop off the edge of the bed and onto the floor. 
 
    As I heard my belt buckle clank on the ground beside us, Carmilla set herself astride me, and I felt her cool hand grasp my hard shaft as she angled it into position, sinking down on top of me. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” she gasped, her voice low and husky. “You feel so good inside me, baby.” 
 
    I reached up and cupped her face, pulling her lips to mine, and she eagerly accepted the kiss, her tongue sliding into my mouth as I thrust up into her. 
 
    “So tight,” she whined. “Fuck!” 
 
    I savored the sensation of her pussy gripping me like a vise, and I growled as she began to grind atop me, faster and harder. I broke our kiss and looked up into her dark, vampiric eyes. Her pussy juice leaked down my cock, and I smiled at her, licking her lower lip as I rubbed my hands over her toned ass. 
 
    “I'm gonna fucking bite you again,” she grinned, and she did just that, her fangs sinking deep into my neck as she bucked her hips. 
 
    I groaned, feeling my orgasm building fast as she sucked and nibbled on my neck, letting her fangs and teeth rake against it, and I grabbed her ass cheeks in my hands, squeezing them roughly and then spreading them wide. 
 
    “I'm gonna come soon,” I warned her, and she let go of my neck and leaned back with a naughty smile on her blood-soaked lips, arching her back and raising her tits as she pumped her hips up and down with greater speed and focus. Her eyes rolled back in her head as I realized that she, too, was on the brink of orgasm, and she cried out like a banshee as she came, her whole body quivering with the scream. 
 
    Her pussy tightened around my cock as she rode out the shockwaves of her climax, and I exploded inside of her, filling her up as my semen shot up into her womb, rope after rope. 
 
    She collapsed into my chest, and she was licking my neck again, but the wound had healed. 
 
    “Do you love me?” she asked sweetly. I almost laughed. 
 
    “That's a stupid question,” I said, kissing her forehead. “Of course I do.” 
 
    She scowled at me. “It's never a stupid question. A girl needs to hear it sometimes, Liam.” 
 
    “I do. I love you very much.” 
 
    “What about Dahlia?” 
 
    The question shocked me. “What do you mean?” I asked. “Of course I love her.” 
 
    “She's different now, though,” she said, sighing. “I don't think we'll ever get her all the way back.” 
 
    “We'll make new memories,” I said. “It's still Dahlia. She's our Dolly. You better not forget that.” 
 
    She looked offended. “Never. I still love her, too. But sometimes it just feels like I love the idea of her, you know? Like she's a shell of her former self. Do you know she hasn't kissed me since she came back?” 
 
    I didn't know that. Dahlia wasn't very forthcoming with her affections these days, that was true, and it felt awkward to initiate things with her because she seemed so... disinterested. She liked to be touched sometimes, but it rarely escalated beyond cuddling, and that was a bit of an adjustment. As such, the rest of the girls had gotten a lot more romantic attention from me, which wasn't at all how I wanted things to be. I knew that ate at Dahlia, too—that deep down she was loathing herself for allowing things to become this way. 
 
    “We can't forget her just because she's different,” I said, as much to myself as to Carmilla. It was something I had to keep reminding myself of. I could never give up on her—she wouldn’t have given up on me if the tables were turned. 
 
    “When's the last time you had sex with her? Can I ask?” she said, stroking my chest. 
 
    I thought about it. The fact that I had to think about it was already alarming. “Two weeks ago.” 
 
    She gasped. “It's getting worse, then?” 
 
    “I think she's just settling into her new... personality. We'll figure out where we stand with her in time. Remember the state I was in when I came back from Hell? Let’s just have faith that things will be alright again someday. 
 
    Suddenly there was a knock at the door. It echoed on the walls of my bedroom loud enough that it didn’t make sense to pretend not to hear. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I didn't want to get dressed. “Who is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It's your little girl, daddy,” came back Memento's voice. “And I brought Dolly with me.” 
 
    Carmilla and I shared a meaningful look before we walked over to the door, naked, and let them in. I laughed as I noticed a trail of my cum dripping out of the vampiress’s pristine pussy. 
 
    “Nice,” Memento said as she slipped past me, groping my cock for a second. 
 
    “Plenty to go around,” I responded. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” she grinned, but we looked over at Dahlia and collectively frowned. 
 
    Dahlia was hard to look at these days. She was still beautiful in her way, but bore all the monstrous marks of the Void that reminded me of her darkest moments. Black veins coursed beneath her skin and seemed to throb to the beat of her heart. Her eyes were permanently jet-black now, and her hair, too, was somehow even darker than Carmilla's raven-black tresses. She still had a tendency to dress in white, but it felt almost ironic now, like she was mocking the Dahlia we used to know. 
 
    Her lips were curved in a demure smile, but it was sad to look at, like she was still figuring out how to smile for real. She stood, otherwise, like a statue, completely still with her hands folded in front of her. 
 
    “How are you feeling today, Dolly?” I asked, planting a kiss on her forehead. 
 
    “I'm great, honey,” she said but offered nothing else. 
 
    I looked at Carmilla for a split second, lifting my eyebrows before smiling back at Dahlia. “Right,” I said. “Anyway, what brings you both here?” 
 
    “We figured you'd be back from your mission by now so we just wanted to check in and plan our next steps for the week,” Carmilla said. 
 
    Memento cleared her throat. “Okay—but shouldn't Melody be here for this?” 
 
    I nodded. “I'll summon her, too, if she's available.” I incanted, drawing on the power of our bond, and the blue ghost appeared in front of me. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” she grinned cheekily. “Oh shit, you're naked,” she gasped. 
 
    “We're having a harem meeting,” I said, beaming at her as she flew in close to my cock, inspecting it like the horny specter she was. Her hand reached out and passed through it coldly, making it shrivel a bit as I shivered. 
 
    “What the fuck, Mel?” I groaned. 
 
    “Just making sure there was no residual Void energy I could, you know, exploit.” Air quotes flailed with the final word as she giggled with mischief in her high voice. 
 
    I gave her an annoyed look, but then remembered my familiar. “Hold on,” I said, closing my eyes. “Uther should be here for this.” I summoned my familiar, and he appeared by my side an instant later, tiny in fox puppy form. 
 
    “Puppy Uther is best Uther,” Melody grinned. “Awww, I wish I could pet him!” 
 
    Memento impatiently interrupted. “Alright, everyone quickly lay out what you're working on for the week. I'll start. I'm working on synthesizing a soul for my flesh golems. I'm also trying to gather the reagents and materials needed to create more replacement limbs in case we need one or in case we run into Brian again. As always, when I level up, I'll be enhancing my spells and the form Liam gave me.” 
 
    I nodded. “Who's next?” 
 
    To my surprise, Dahlia raised her hand. I could hear Carmilla gasp quietly behind me. I nodded, waiting for Dahlia to speak. “I'm working on a way that I can purge the Void's influence from my body. I think I'm onto something.” She stopped speaking, no other information offered. 
 
    I looked at her, my eyes wide with hope. “Purge the Void? What do you mean?” 
 
    “My father is a Void Source. I assumed my mother was a human, but I was wrong. My mother was the star, not my father, and my humanity is only a construct created by my father.” 
 
    I blinked. “So?” 
 
    She spoke without much intonation, but each word hinted at the emotions that she couldn't express. “If I can clear the influence of the Void, my body will be destroyed, but I will be free and have access to my memories again. I can feel them, still, like they're smothered just out of reach.” 
 
    “Dolly, no!” Carmilla protested, taking her friend’s wrists. “Your body being destroyed is a bad idea!” 
 
    “Liam can make me a ghost, like Melody. Or we can find a new body.” 
 
    “That is not ideal, honey,” I said, grabbing her shoulder. She didn't even blink. 
 
    She paused. “I want this, Liam. I want my feelings back. I want my memories back.” She paused, looking at Carmilla and me. “I want you back.” 
 
    I sighed, and my heart throbbed with a stabbing pain that sent streaks of hot agony through my gut. “Okay,” I said. “We'll work on it.” She smiled, and it almost looked real. 
 
    Memento just waited for the moment to pass, watching intently but ready to move on. “Okay, who's next?” 
 
    Carmilla cleared her throat. “I'm working on sourcing the available information about my next point of ascension—” 
 
    “Vampire Goddess?” I asked, perking up. 
 
    “That's the one,” she said, twisting one corner of her lip. “It looks like it's going to be a bitch.” 
 
    I nodded. “Let me know if any of you need any help with what you're working on. It seems like I could be of use to literally any of you since you're all exploring things that eventually end in Necromancy.” 
 
    “I've got the Necromancy thing covered, daddy,” Memento winked. “But thank you.” 
 
    “I would like to spend some time with you,” Dahlia said blankly. It made me smile. I loved those moments, even without any emotion in her voice, because hearing the words let me know that she was still in there. 
 
    “What are you working on this week, though?” Carmilla asked me, leaning her naked body into mine. My dick, previously shriveled and diminished by Melody’s ghostly fingers, sprang back to life. 
 
    I glanced at the satchel peeking out from underneath my bed. The crown was inside it, calling to me even then. “I'm going to be doing solo missions,” I said. “Nothing big.” 
 
    “I'll help you,” Melody said, “in exchange for sex, of course. I’m not really working on anything myself.” 
 
    “Of course,” I laughed, bowing humbly. 
 
    “Alright, then!” Memento said, clapping her hands together like a student council president wrapping up a meeting. “So, how about tonight?” 
 
    I grinned. “I was thinking ‘freaky five-way.'“ 
 
    Everyone grinned, save for Dahlia, whose lips only twitched fleetingly. 
 
    “Yes, daddy, please, daddy,” Memento cooed, reaching for my cock, but I playfully swatted it away with a smirk. She groaned in disappointment and crossed her arms to pout more effectively. 
 
    “But first,” I said, raising a finger, “I have to meet the Headmistress with Melody.” 
 
    “Aww fuck,” Carmilla whined. 
 
    “Bitch, you literally just got railed,” Melody complained, crossing her arms judgmentally. “I can see the cum and blood still on you. Wait for like one freaking hour.” 
 
    “Meeting adjourned!” Memento said with an exaggerated gesture like she was pounding a gavel. “Girls, go oil yourselves up and meet back here when Liam sends word!” 
 
    Everyone left, and soon it was just Melody and me walking—and floating—toward the Headmistress's office. “How have you been? I asked. “I haven't seen you around much.” 
 
    “I've been around,” she grinned coyly. “I fingerfucked myself in the corner while you banged Carmilla, for instance.” 
 
    I laughed. “What do you think today's lesson is going to be about?” I asked. 
 
    “I dunno,” she said. “But... I'm guessing it’s going to be eventful.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 3-2 
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   T he double doors to the Headmistress’s office swung open dramatically, yet they made not a sound. She was waiting for us this time, already seated as she sipped from a cup of tea. She had stopped trying to impress us with her constant flashy conjuration of objects. We were well past that by this stage. Each of us had a good idea of where we stood with the other—or at least, we all thought we did. 
 
    “Liam, Melody, thank you for being on time,” she said, her voice a little snooty. Without even a gesture, the doors behind us slammed shut. 
 
    “Greetings, Ms. Waite,” Melody said. She had been brought up to speed on the Headmistress and our standing with her before, but she still respected the hag more than I did. It was a point of some tension between us—it wasn’t that she had any lingering loyalty, but her shows of respect sometimes irked me. 
 
    “Hi, Waite,” I said, summoning my own chair of bone that twisted out of her floor and elevated me above her. “So, what are we doing today?” 
 
    She sneered at me—that famous fucking sneer—and lifted up her chin as her gaze shot daggers at me. 
 
    “Tell me, Mr. Elloway,” she said, trying to take the high road, though she had no ground to stand on. “How are you sleeping these days?” 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I said. 
 
    “That’s a lie, and it’s a pointless one. You only drag out proceedings, and I can tell you don’t enjoy my company.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “If you know the answer, don’t ask the fucking question. What’s your point?” 
 
    “My point is that I’d like to give you back your ability to sleep by letting you engage in some… recreational therapy. Stress relief, if you will.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow and crossed my arms, leaning back in my bony chair. “I’m listening, Liza. Go on.” 
 
    She grabbed me by the knee, and suddenly we were teleported, dissipating into dust until we reappeared in a stone dungeon with no obvious exits and a familiar pit at the center of the room. 
 
    Instantly, I stood up and backed away until my back collided with the wall, and a barrier of screaming skulls started hovering around me. Without thinking, I’d summoned them as a defense mechanism. Now it was the Headmistress’s turn to raise an eyebrow. 
 
    “Your fear is pathetic,” she noted. “You were weak last time you went into the pit, but this time will be different. You will have Uther and Melody, and your Mana Pool has grown considerably since then. I want to show you just how powerful you are.” 
 
    “Th-they target the strong,” I said. My hair and eyes were still white, my skin still scarred from my last trip to hell. “I’m stronger now.” 
 
    “There is a limit to their power, Mr. Elloway, and you have shattered it. Consider this my gift to you.” 
 
    “Your gift?” I almost threw up at the notion that sending me back there was a gift. 
 
    “I realize this might sound strange coming from me, but trust me, Liam. If I thought there was any risk to you, I wouldn’t send you down there. Remember, I need this body of yours one day, too.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re sending us to hell?” Melody asked, her voice shrill with terror. “I’ve never been to Hell!” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” the Headmistress insisted. “You’re non-corporeal. Only a handful of entities down there could harm you, and Liam would sooner die than let that happen, am I right?” 
 
    I didn’t respond to her. Instead, I let the inky blackness of my Void Form spill over my hand so I could reach out and grab Melody’s palm reassuringly. 
 
    “I trust you, Liam,” Melody said. “If you want to go, I’ll go.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go,” I insisted. “We’re out of here. Eliza, no. I refuse. I don’t see any benefit in going back there. In fact, I struggle to understand the logic.” 
 
    She sneered at me, her lips twisting in disappointment. “Very well,” she said. “I had thought that by brutalizing those who tormented you and broke you to begin with, you might find some peace.” 
 
    I looked at her incredulously. “You’ve lived multiple lives across hundreds of years, and yet you’re still that stupid? I might as well doodle their faces on a punching bag. It’s meaningless. Besides, they’d all be back there the very next day, doing what they do best.” After all, death in Hell wasn’t permanent. 
 
    She studied me carefully and stood up. “I apologize, Mr. Elloway. I can only insist that I honestly hoped I was doing you a favor. In any case, the offer still stands should you wish to change your mind.” 
 
    I turned my back on her. “Let’s go, Mel.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” the Headmistress’s voice called out, and suddenly I felt a ball of fire come flying at me. I spun around just in time to direct the ethereal skulls to intercept them. 
 
    With a few words and a quick gesture, a pillar of wooden spikes came out of the floor, impaling me through the gut, shoulder, leg, and partway through my neck. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” Melody shouted shrilly, and her broadsword appeared in her hand. She waved it in a big motion, and a shockwave of blue energy collided with the Headmistress’s invisible forcefield, causing it to waver, but nothing changed. 
 
    Then Uther appeared by my side in monster fox form and leapt at her, but he, too, was easily repelled. 
 
    In the confusion caused by my allies, I had to laugh. Wood to bone was literally the first spell I ever learned. A few hours later, I’d mastered bone to blood. Without so much as a whisper, the wood that was impaling me changed to skeletal spikes and then blood. The blood, mingling with my insides, almost instantly healed my wounds, thanks to my vampiric enhancements owed to Carmilla. 
 
    I raised my hand and felt my hair blow backward as the power of my own mana almost knocked me off my feet. The Headmistress’s shield shattered, and Uther lunged forward again, taking her head in his mouth, but he didn’t bite down. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, lowering my hand. “You’ve had your fun.” 
 
    With a flick of her wrist, Uther went flying backward, slamming into a wall. “You think you won?” she said, laughing. 
 
    “I know I could have.” 
 
    “Then why not kill me now?” she asked, raising her hands in a big, sweeping gesture. “Isn’t that what you want?” 
 
    “Why did you attack me?” I asked, cool as a cucumber, though the adrenaline still throbbed through my veins. 
 
    She grinned. “I wanted to see just how much power you were hiding.” 
 
    “Now you know,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Yes. Now I know.” Her grin receded at those words. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Why didn’t you just finish her?!” Melody screamed at me. “She wasn’t ready for you this time. Next time, she will be.” 
 
    “It won’t make a difference. And besides, my goals have changed.” 
 
    We were back in the cafeteria. She was furiously floating circles over my head like she often did when frustrated, and I was desperately trying to pretend like I wasn’t staring up her dress. 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Super Sexy Necromancer,” she said, and I wasn’t sure if she was mocking me or generally venting some real feelings there, “What is your goal?” 
 
    I took a bite out of a piece of pizza. This cafeteria pizza was Randolph’s one true positive legacy in my life. When I returned from the pit the first time, he had traded the bulk of his leftover Elder Orbs to some member of the faculty to get the kitchen to learn to conjure pizza from Earth. I wasn’t sure which Earth, but it tasted close enough to what I remembered that I didn’t care. 
 
    Chewing the pepperoni slice, I grinned. “I’m going to let her take my body,” I said. “And then I’m going to take it back—and all her power.” 
 
    “That sounds like some bullshit,” Melody groaned. 
 
    “It’s not,” I said. “I’m confident that the sort of magic that can pull it off, soul magic, is right in the Tome of Infinite Evil, sitting on my bedside table as we speak. Or maybe there’s an even easier solution, for all I know.” 
 
    “So the plan is, what exactly?” 
 
    I looked down at my watch. The other girls were almost definitely all lubed up and ready to go by now, waiting on my bed, probably pre-gaming with each other. “Make her panic. Make her realize how strong I’ve gotten. She’ll move up the timeline. Within a few months, maybe sooner, she’s going to make an attempt. Wait and see.” 
 
    “And you’re ready?” she asked. 
 
    “I will be,” I shrugged. “Worst case scenario, I vaporize her with this.” I lifted up the satchel holding the crown. 
 
    Her eyes went wide and furious. “You wouldn’t use that in Esoterica, would you?! You could blow up the whole demiplane!” 
 
    “Look, that only happened the one time when we fought that Avatar of Cthulhu,” I groaned. “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    “There were like twenty people being sacrificed! You blew everyone up, you idiot!” But then her incredulity turned to arousal right in front of my eyes. “Aww fuck, now I’m horny thinking about how badass you were. Quick, fingerbang me under the table.” She floated through my plate, disappearing through the heavy wooden table and vanished for a moment until I looked down, seeing her bare blue rump hovering over my lap. The top of her scalp was still poking through the top of the table. I sighed. 
 
    “I’m not doing that.” 
 
    “Why noooot?!” 
 
    “You’re loud!” 
 
    “Am not!” she shouted. 
 
    I stood up abruptly and started heading for the elevator. She followed after me, crossing her arms and pouting. “You fucking dick.” Thankfully she remembered to make her clothes reappear this time. 
 
    “You can be fucking my dick when we get back to the room,” I chuckled, trying to keep my voice down, but I think one pink cyclops girl overheard and looked our way scathingly. Melody had no shame, though, and only continued whining and complaining the whole way up. 
 
     But when we returned to my floor and my door, I noticed something strange. It was quiet in the room. Way too quiet. The girls hadn’t arrived yet, or so I thought, but when I opened the door, I could hardly believe my eyes at what I saw. 
 
    All three of the girls were sitting on my bed, quietly studying, and fully dressed. 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” I asked anxiously. They looked up and smiled at me, even Dahlia, who normally couldn’t fully muster anything as intense as a smile. 
 
    “Hey baby,” Carmilla said, patting the empty spot between her and Dahlia. “We checked out some books from the library while you were out since we all have research to do.” 
 
    “Memento and I are reading about creating souls,” Dahlia said plainly. 
 
    “They’ve got a book about that in the library?” I asked, bewildered. 
 
    “Not exactly,” she said, and she showed me the cover of the book they were sharing—The Soul as an Alchemical Conduit. 
 
    “I thought souls were a necromancer thing,” I said. “We just were talking about this with the Headmistress.” 
 
    “He almost killed her, but then he didn’t,” Melody whined like she was telling on me to my momma. 
 
    “You what?!” Memento said. “What the hell happened?!” 
 
    “Nothing,” I shrugged. “Everything is going according to plan.” I sighed, seeing all of the girls diligently studying, and it made me realize I probably shouldn’t put off my own research. “Should we make this a study night instead of a sex night?” 
 
    “No!” Carmilla shouted with fierce urgency. 
 
    “Yes,” Dahlia uttered at the exact same time. 
 
    “I’m fine with it, but then you have to give it to me hard tomorrow, daddy,” Memento said, reaching over Dahlia to grab my leg. 
 
    “Deal,” I said, sighing. I made the Tome of Infinite Evil hover over to me. Being a necromantic tome, that was an easy thing for me to do. 
 
    Dahlia perked up a bit. “I would like to read it to you, Liam, if that’s okay.” 
 
    I smiled. “Of course,” I said. “I hope that’s not too annoying.” 
 
    “It’s not,” she answered immediately. “I want to be useful to you.” 
 
    Things always got depressing when she said shit like that. I just leaned forward and kissed her cheek. She didn’t flinch, but she didn’t really react, either. 
 
    “I hope there’s a part of you still in there that knows what I mean when I kiss you,” I said softly. 
 
    “I know,” she said, forcing a smile. “And I like it, too. I just don’t know how to receive it… correctly.” 
 
    “Practice makes perfect,” I said, and I planted another kiss on her cheek. She turned her head slowly, forcing herself to look me in the eyes.  
 
    “Kiss my lips,” she said, and my heart raced. Memento, Melody, and Carmilla went dead quiet, watching intently. To them, this must have been like scientists watching chimps use tools for the first time. It was a breakthrough, her asking for it on her own. 
 
    I leaned forward and decided to just fucking go for it. I grabbed her by the waist and threw her onto my lap. She was like a limp cloth in my arms, just dangling as I awkwardly set her into place. I didn’t feel her heart beat faster or sense any excitement in her, but she said she wanted this, and she wasn’t flinching or backing off. 
 
    I kissed her softly at first, but then I inserted my tongue between her lips and made it real. Her tongue remained mostly still but she tried a few times to move around and participate. Frustrated, feeling a lack of progress, I bit down a bit too hard on her lower lip… and it was like I turned the key in her ignition. 
 
    Her hands started shaking, and they found my back. “I liked that,” she said. “Bite me again.” 
 
    I obeyed, this time biting even harder, drawing a bit of blood, knowing full well just how easily she could heal. Her blood used to be blue, but now it was black—the influence of the Void on her, no doubt. It still tasted mostly the same, though—a bit thicker, maybe, but still her. 
 
    As the blood dribbled down her chin, her tongue sought mine, and it reminded me of our first kiss. I felt that electricity fully renewed as I held her tight, and we made out in front of the other three girls. 
 
    “I feel awkward,” Melody whispered. “They both have Void Forms. Is it weird if I ask to join for—” 
 
    “Melody, shush!” Carmilla said, her hand swishing through the ghost’s body. “Let them have their moment.” 
 
    We made out like that for probably ten minutes. After a while, people just got back to studying while we pressed on with our kiss, and when it finally ended, I was staring straight into Dahlia’s inky black eyes. 
 
    “Do you still love me?” she asked, and I sensed a bit of sadness in her voice, which was honestly a kind of progress in its own way. 
 
    “More than ever,” I said. “Don’t you dare doubt it.” 
 
    “I know I love you, too. I feel it, but it’s hard to… access, I guess? It’s hard to share it. But that bit of pain helped. It made me feel something. It made me connect back to something.” 
 
    “If pain is the cure, we’ll add spanking to our daily regimen,” I chuckled, but I was fighting back a lump in my throat. She was still in there, somewhere, just beneath the surface. I was sure of it. 
 
    “Maybe that would be good,” Dahlia said, her voice already totally devoid of emotion again. She stared blankly at me as tears streamed from her vacant eyes. “Yes. Maybe that would be worth trying.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 3-3 
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   M y first solo mission of the week was all too easy. It involved toppling a spire made of a glossy, clay-like material that was supposedly an edifice constructed in the name of one of the Great Old Ones, Zoth-Amog or something like that. If left unchecked, it could become a summoning point in the future. 
 
    I was also lucky compared to most sorcerers because Melody was essentially like an extra familiar—with benefits. And Uther, of course, was way beyond most bestial familiars, probably stronger on his own than half of the students at Esoterica. So when it came to solo missions, I outclassed just about everyone at the university in my efficiency. 
 
    Even without Melody and Uther, though, the mission would have been dull. There were hardly any things to kill. I was shocked at how much that annoyed me. I felt a trapped darkness growing within me, especially in these quiet moments when I was separated from the rest of my girls. Without them, I felt less restrained, more capable of brutality. Not just capable, but eager to inflict it. 
 
    That worried me. I wasn’t like that before, not really, and I wasn’t sure where it was coming from. Maybe my frustration toward the Headmistress, my hatred of her that was bottled up was now bubbling to the surface? Maybe the pain I still recalled from the pits of hell, bringing out the angst? 
 
    More likely, though, it was the crown. I hated to admit it to myself. I already felt connected to the thing, like it was my destiny to wear it. But all signs pointed to this crown being a bad thing capable of causing a really bad time for everyone I loved. 
 
    And that led me to make a rash decision. As the mission was finished, I let Melody go through the portal first, though our connection meant that she’d whip right back if I stayed behind too long, and she hated when that happened. 
 
    I reached into the satchel and chucked it out into the oblivion of this isolated planet. Without the spire, no one would come here for another hundred thousand years or so. It was as good a spot as any to lose the cursed thing. I watched as it flew off a few dozen yards away and tumbled off the cliff into the churning depths below into a muddy river that glowed with bioluminescent creatures. 
 
    My stomach also churned as I watched it vanish. Was I really free of it? Was that even a good thing? Time would tell, but I hated the constant temptation that I felt whenever I had it with me, and I hated doubting myself whenever I left it in my room. Best to remove the fucking thing from the equation altogether, I figured. 
 
    I followed through the portal, a variation on the Waypoint Spell that Dahlia had cooked up for us that externalized its effect into a spiraling gateway we could walk through. This made it more comfortable for Melody to teleport with me. She got something like travel sickness when I dragged her along in my Waypoint Spells, so I was using those less and less. 
 
    “Did you get anything good?” Melody asked. 
 
    “Just a few knick-knacks,” I shrugged. “Nothing that’s going to translate into a significant power boost, but we’ll hold onto it for now and use it when we do a few more of these.” 
 
    “Cool,” she said. “Next time you use your mana to boost me, can you try that thing I suggested?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Making you able to possess someone else’s body so I can fuck you for real? And who’s going to give up their body for that?” 
 
    “Dahlia’s barely using hers,” she shrugged, but then her face twisted as I shot her a look. “I’m sorry, that was a low blow.” 
 
    “You’re damn right it was. Don’t talk about your own teammate like that. She saved us all, and she is trying her best for us, even now.” 
 
    “I know, Liam, I’m just… frustrated,” she groaned, grabbing her tits. 
 
    “I can imagine,” I said. “I’ll see if it’s feasible, but there are other things more important than turning the bodies of your harem-mates into your sex toy.” 
 
    She bit her lip, nodding submissively. “Alright. I get it.” 
 
    We were back in my room. I noticed a sob, suddenly, coming from across the hall—Memento’s room. I locked eyes with Melody. 
 
    “Should I go?” she asked. 
 
    “Go keep Dahlia company,” I nodded. “Give her a hug from me.” Since Dahlia was in a variation of her Void Form constantly, she was in the unique position of being the only person that Melody could physically interact with at virtually all times, though they rarely did. 
 
    “I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    “Just do it,” I insisted with a stern look. “I have a feeling she needs those hugs, even if she can’t show her appreciation for them. Just tell her it’s from me. I’m going to go see what’s up with Mimi.” I was already opening my door. 
 
    Closing it, I found myself in the hallway. No one was around, but Memento’s voice could be heard, muffling cries into her pillow or sheets. It wasn’t often that she cried. Hell, I had probably cried more in this last year than she had. 
 
    I knocked at the door. “Mimi, honey, you alright? What’s going on, babe?” 
 
    The sobbing stopped, replaced by the sound of her blowing her nose and then sniffling as her feet pitter-pattered toward the door. When the door swung open, her reddened cheeks and puffy, blood-red eyes were facing down at the ground. 
 
    “Come in,” she said quietly, and I did. Stepping into the room, I noticed that she’d kept the lights off except for one black candle by her bed. She was wearing her unicorn kigurumi again, the pajama onesie that she filled out so nicely. She turned around as I walked through the door, but I stopped her, reaching my arms around her and resting my chin on top of her head as my hands clasped each other over her stomach. I pulled her close. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, my voice deep and reassuring. 
 
    “I fucked up so badly,” she whined. “Fuck, daddy… I was trying to generate the catalyst core needed to synthesize a consciousness engine that I could imbue into Liam, Jr., but I miscalculated, and it just went poof!” Her voice squeaked at the last word. 
 
    “Poof?” I said, my lips curling, trying not to grin. 
 
    “It fizzled. It failed. I fucked it up. And now a month’s worth of reagents and all my remaining Elder Orbs are fucking gone!” She sobbed fresh tears. “I’m a fuckup, daddy. I’m a bad, bad girl.” 
 
    “Well, sometimes bad girls just need a timeout,” I said, and I picked her up and set her on her bed. I kicked off Liam, Jr., the flesh golem, and he hit the floor, making her gasp. 
 
    “Be gentle with our little boy!” she moaned unironically. She liked to play at him being our son, which weirded me out but was also kind of amusing. I thought it was a cute joke at first, but sometimes she got oddly into it. 
 
    “This is daddy’s time,” I said, kissing her hair. I positioned myself beside her so that she was on her side in front of me, letting her be the little spoon as I just tugged her close. She let my warmth wash over her. Her skin was hot to the touch but very pleasant. 
 
    “Mmmm…” she moaned. “This is nice. We hardly ever just cuddle anymore.” 
 
    “We cuddle all the time,” I said, almost offended. 
 
    “After a rough pounding, sure,” she giggled. “And I’m not complaining, by the way. But this is nice, too. Thank you, daddy. You always know what your little girl needs.” 
 
    I stroked her hair back, pricking my thumb accidentally on her red horn. She had bright red horns and glowing red eyes without any sclera whatsoever—just solid crimson orbs that only turned yellow in her enhanced form. I never really asked about the horns and eyes, but she obviously had some demon in her bloodline. 
 
    “Are these from your mom’s or dad’s side?” I asked, peppering her ear lobe with a few soft kisses. 
 
    I felt her tense up. “Dad’s,” she said. 
 
    “So you’re not part succubus like Evelyn,” I chuckled. “Could’ve fooled me, as sexy as you are.” 
 
    She giggled and blew her nose loudly onto a tissue from a packet of them that was beside her. Plenty of used tissues littered the floor and the other side of the bed. “No, my dad was mostly a pit fiend.” 
 
    “How did your parents meet?” I asked, suddenly curious. “Seems odd for a pit fiend to mate with a human woman, right?” 
 
    “My mom was a student here at Esoterica,” she explained. “They met while she was here, but I never really understood how, since he wasn’t a student himself.” 
 
    I kissed her neck, and she pulled my hand to her face and planted a few wet pecks on my knuckles. “That’s weird,” I said. “Would’ve figured pit fiends would, you know, stay in the pit.” 
 
    She giggled again, her sniffles mostly gone. “I didn’t know my dad too well. He visited me sometimes when I was little, back when my mom left Esoterica to raise me. But one day, he said goodbye and never… well, he never came back.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to bring it up,” I said. “It’s obviously a painful memory.” 
 
    “It is,” she admitted. “And my mom left me alone to look for him when I was twelve. Never returned. Years later, I found out she was dead.” 
 
    “Fuck, who raised you?” 
 
    “I knew how to hunt, fish, and create flesh golems, so I just survived until the day my Rescuer came for me.” 
 
    “Devon,” I nodded. “Right. Wow, so you were alone for like six or seven years?” 
 
    “Something like that,” she nodded. “But I don’t even think about my old dad now. I have a new daddy,” she said, grinning and turning her head to look back and plant a kiss on my cheek. “I don’t know where I’d be without you.” 
 
    “You’re a resourceful, gorgeous, smart, and likable girl,” I said, sighing. “If anything, I benefit from having you around more than vice versa. You’d be just fine without me.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” she pouted. “I’d die. I love you just as much as Carmilla does, you know.” 
 
    I noticed the conspicuous absence of Dahlia’s name from that sentence, but said nothing. 
 
    “Anyway, I don’t even remember that much about my dad. I just remember that he loved my mother, and I remember what he looked like.” 
 
    “Yeah? Describe him to me. I want to imagine my de facto father-in-law.” 
 
    She gasped breathily. “Do you really consider me like a wife?” 
 
    I answered her first with a tight embrace. “You’re with me forever, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said immediately. 
 
    “Then of course I do.” 
 
    She grinned again, this time turning her whole body around to face me. “Mmmm. Okay, let’s see. So, my eyes are red, but his were yellow, and his skin was totally red, and he had a cleft chin, horns similar to mine but black, and pointed ears kinda like mine, and…” 
 
    I let her go on and on about her father, and at first, I smiled as I listened to her describe him, but that smile diminished with each new detail she added. I waited and waited for something contradictory, some detail that would absolve him, but no such detail came. In fact, there was a smoking gun, undeniable proof at the end of her description that confirmed it without a shadow of a doubt. 
 
    “...and he had a tattoo of an upside-down cross on his neck.” She fumbled for the pendant around her own thin neck. “Just like this.” 
 
    My eyes were wide but vacant as I tried to retreat inside of my head, not letting the horror of my realization slip out. It would be too much for her to hear, and I didn’t want her to know—not now, not ever. I couldn’t imagine the hellish confusion she’d have if she knew the truth… 
 
    ...The truth that her father was my personal tormenter in Perdition, and that he was likely still there, even now. 
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   T hat evening, the visage of the devil that I now understood to be Memento’s father was seared into my mind every time I closed my eyes. At moments it was as though I was back upon the rack again, suffering endless tortures as the demon man offered no expression but jaded disinterest. He had the look of a nine-to-five desk jockey who hated his job, which made the whole thing feel oddly impersonal, yet at the same time, it did little to absolve him. 
 
    I felt my scars stinging. The pain was imagined, I was sure, but I couldn’t escape the sensation that they were about to burst open again at any moment. Since probably over eighty percent of my body was scar tissue, that feeling was very troubling. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to relax, even with Memento in my arms—hell, especially with her in my arms, at least not that night. I was sure my discomfort around her wouldn’t last. I loved her, and memories of a month in Hell weren’t about to disrupt that in any way. But it did complicate things. Plenty about this situation added unneeded issues to my already fairly complex life. 
 
    I found myself sitting alone, eating breakfast at something like five in the morning, unable to sleep. I had snuck out of bed, leaving Memento passed out. When I vanished from the bed, she instantly replaced me with a pillow, hugging it just as tightly as she had been hugging me a moment before. The sight of the half-devil snuggling with her bedsheets and smacking her lips in her sleep made me smirk. Even with red horns and eyes, she could be downright adorable. 
 
    The cafeteria was empty. There were a few other people walking around campus, but at the moment, it was just me eating breakfast in the dining hall. 
 
    “You’re up early,” Melody’s voice came in as the ghost girl flickered into view. 
 
    “Haven’t seen you in a while,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I got bored waiting for you to bang Memento, but you never did, so I just rubbed one out back in your room.” 
 
    “You were watching us?” I asked, ignoring the latter half of the sentence. 
 
    “For a bit. I stayed hidden. I didn’t want to impose.” 
 
    “That’s very considerate of you,” I laughed. “Maybe some actual privacy would have been even more so.” 
 
    She shot me a cold look. “Well give me something to do, dammit. I’m so bored all the fucking time.” 
 
    That was an issue, and one that I would need to deal with. “You’re right,” I said. “I do have some ideas. Actually, I think Memento might be able to help us with that.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Are we having a three-way?” 
 
    I laughed, almost choking on a piece of rye bread. “No—well, I mean, not necessarily. I wonder if maybe she can make you a body.” 
 
    Melody’s eyes widened. “Like a sexy golem?! One that I can possess?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, “But she recently lost a bunch of reagents and shit, so we need to help her with that. Dahlia needs a body, too, so it’s already at the top of my list.” 
 
    Melody looked determined, tightening her lips and furrowing her brow with a serious expression that was off-puttingly charming on her already pretty face. “Well, fuck,” she said. “Let’s fucking grab some missions and hunt those reagents down, bitch.” 
 
    Carmilla’s figure appeared out of the corner of my eye, and I turned my head to smile at her as she slinked over to me. 
 
    “There you are,” she said. “We need to work out a way for me to contact you psychically without you initiating it. I was looking all over for you.” 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked, tapping the seat next to me. She took the hint and sat down. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, resting her chin on her hand, and her elbow on the table. “Just wanted to see you. I went to your room first, but you weren’t there.” 
 
    “You could have had Sheridan send a message to Uther,” I shrugged, leaning over and kissing her on the lips quickly before returning to my food. 
 
    “Sheridan is sloooow,” she whined, and with that, her vampire squirrel appeared on her shoulder to protest. “No offense, little buddy,” she said, nuzzling her familiar with her nose. 
 
    “I hate when you kiss them in front of me,” Melody said, crossing her arms. “Fucking insensitive.” 
 
    “Weren’t you just trying to watch Memento and me have sex?” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed a brighter shade of blue. “Kissing is different. You kiss them all the time. It’s super unfair, and I hate it.” She made a dramatic gesture, floating high enough over the table that everyone in the cafeteria took notice of her. There were a few more people in the dining hall by that point, and I felt myself blushing as her finger pointed down on me, and she declared in a booming wail, “No more kissing!” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, no. I’m not going to stop kissing them.” 
 
    “Then I am going to be… angry at you.” 
 
    I smirked and looked over at Carmilla. To my surprise, she was frowning. “I can only imagine how tough that must be.” 
 
    “It sucks ass,” Melody agreed. “I can only kiss him when he goes all Void. And when that happens, it’s never romantic or sweet.” 
 
    I frowned, too. I hadn’t been observant enough. “I’m sorry, Mel,” I said. “I didn’t realize you felt that way.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she whimpered. “I just… I hate watching you hug them and kiss them and snuggle with them all the time.” She wrapped her arms around herself, floating over my food. “I want it so badly.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. “I promise I’m going to work on it.” 
 
    “Good,” she nodded. “Until then, stop all the kissing!” 
 
    I chuckled. “No promises.” I wiped my eyes. 
 
    “You look tired, Liam,” Carmilla said. “Didn’t Memento have a sleeping potion for you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, but something came up that still managed to ruin my attempt at rest.” Even as I said this, I was unsure of just how many of the beans I should spill. 
 
    “Poor baby,” Carmilla said, leaning against my shoulder. Melody scowled. 
 
    “I’m alright,” I said. It was a white lie at most. 
 
    “Tell me all about it,” she soothed. 
 
    Melody glared at us as Carmilla rested her head on me. “No public displays of affection in the cafeteria.” 
 
    “Didn’t you recently try to have me finger you under the table?” I asked with a judgmental glare. 
 
    “That’s different,” Melody scoffed, her voice self-satisfied in tone. “That was about me.” 
 
    “Anywaaay,” Carmilla pressed on. “What happened?” 
 
    I swallowed a lump and leaned in. Melody instinctively hovered even closer. The conspiratorial vibe was obvious to anyone looking at us—and plenty of people were. “I’ve met Memento’s father.” 
 
    “What?!” my vampiress seethed in delight. “That’s amazing! Did you tell her?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Well, why not?!” 
 
    Melody’s face dropped, though. She sensed the reveal, I could tell. She saw it coming. 
 
    “We met on less than positive circumstances,” I said, pointing a finger downward. 
 
    Carmilla’s eyes bulged, and her mouth formed a perfect ‘o’ as she pieced it together. “Holy shitballs.” 
 
    “Holy shitballs indeed,” I agreed. 
 
    Melody sighed. “She’s going to take it so badly.” 
 
    I groaned guiltily at that. Melody flashed me a judgmental look. Carmilla, though, looked suddenly relieved. 
 
    “Oh, thank Dracula, you’re not going to tell her,” she said, the tension in her body easing at the epiphany. 
 
    “Why is that a good thing?” Melody asked, her voice high and irritated. “Is this the kind of harem operation we’re running? Rooting for keeping secrets from each other?” 
 
    Carmilla shook her head. “No, of course not, but this would torture Memento.” 
 
    Melody looked less convinced about that. “As much as it’d torture her to find out that we all knew and never told her? Imagine years later, the secret just slipping out somehow. Doesn’t matter how. Wouldn’t that be worse?” 
 
    I thought about it, and I could tell Carmilla was mulling it over as well. “I need a third opinion. Uther, you there?” 
 
    Uther poofed into my lap in fox kit form. Yes, master. 
 
    “What are your thoughts on this?” I asked. 
 
    I’m hardly human, so my thoughts are probably not the most informed. But I imagine that Ms. Morikawa would probably prefer to know the truth rather than have it kept from her, no matter your intentions. He groomed himself cutely, leaving me to consider the words. 
 
    “I think I will have to tell her,” I said. “But I need to consider how.” 
 
    “Whatever you think is best, baby,” Carmilla said, kissing me on the cheek. 
 
    “No kissing,” Melody seethed at her. “I’m gonna magic missile a bitch.” 
 
    “You are not,” I said. “No more intra-harem violence.” 
 
    “Really, Mel, you of all people,” teased Carmilla. Melody shot her another dirty look. And then Carmilla went in for another kiss, but I put my hand out, catching her forehead. She pouted. 
 
    “Let’s try to at least be a little respectful,” I laughed. 
 
    “Ugh. Fine.” Carmilla reached into her bag. “I picked this up for you.” It was a mission crystal. It glimmered pink in her palm. 
 
    “You registered me for a mission?” I asked. 
 
    She grinned, her fangs flashing brilliantly. “Yes. This one is just your speed. It’s a solo mission, but you can take your little puppy with you. And Uther.” She sneered over at Melody. 
 
    “Bullying is a serious problem,” Melody said, frowning at Carmilla. 
 
    “You know I love you, Mel,” Carmilla giggled musically. “You’re just such an easy target.” 
 
    Melody summoned her spectral broadsword and pointed it at Carmilla. “As soon as I have a body, we’re going to duel. Then we’ll see who easily targets who.” 
 
    “You’re on.” 
 
    I sighed, facepalming with my elbows against the table while Uther nuzzled my tummy to try to comfort me. This is why I’m glad I don’t have a harem. 
 
    I excused myself after a while, but both girls tried to follow me. Eventually, though, they both had classes to attend. Melody had taken up going back to class to pass the time. It was often useful, but sometimes she found that, for whatever reason, she couldn’t make use of a spell or a lesson as a ghost. Those days were frustrating, not just for her, but for me as well. She would groan about wasting her time and complain to me on and off for hours. I could still hear the grating tone of her angry voice in my mind after the last time. 
 
    I headed to the library. To say it was a beautiful day was a waste of breath. Every day looked similarly bright and pretty on the grounds of Esoterica. The alien sky overhead had started to replace my idea of a normal sky, and I found myself feeling oddly out of place when I went to a world that resembled Earth. 
 
    The library doors swung open to greet me, and I avoided the librarian, Mr. Shaw, knowing that the book I wanted to find was in the forbidden section—if it existed at all. Rather than spend the bulk of my day searching aimlessly, though, I asked some questions and rolled some bones to interrogate the spirits. It was the only form of divination I could muster, but it was particularly useful for finding magical items within a few hundred feet or so. 
 
    “Where can I find a book about Harem Magi?” I asked the bones, and they rolled, writhed, and shivered in front of me until a blue essence exuded from them—a light that only I could see. 
 
    I followed the blue spirit light down every twist and turn in the library that I could until they disappeared behind a locked door. Sure enough, the door read ‘Forbidden’, and its charms were too much for me. I could tear the door down, but that would make a scene. If I were going to get in there, I’d need someone else’s help. Someone who could float through walls. 
 
    But that wasn’t enough. Melody would also need to be able to pick up the book and carry it back out. She could possibly unlock the door from the other side with magic, but it wasn’t a guarantee, and I was certain other security measures were in place. The solution would have to be quick, and I didn’t possess the means just yet. 
 
    I was locked out for now, unable to progress any further, but I knew that the book I needed was there, and I had the makings of a plan to get it. 
 
    I turned around to see Uther standing in front of me, a book in his mouth. 
 
    “No way,” I said, bending over to take a look. “Oh.” It wasn’t the book that I was looking for, that was for sure. I pulled the tome out of his jaws and looked over the title. 
 
    “A Guide to Fortifying Your Mind with Mana,” I read the title aloud. “Nice.” 
 
    I think this would be a wise investment for you, master, given your trauma in the pit, and with the memories resurging as of late. 
 
    “You’re not wrong. Thanks, bud.” I patted him on the head and went to the counter to check out the book. Mr. Shaw fulfilled his duty in bequeathing it to me without a word. He was always so helpful and chatty when I came with one of my girls. 
 
    Part of me wanted to consume the book and its contents right at that moment—but a bigger part was ready for action. “Uther,” I said, “what say we get ready for a mission?” I held up the crystal Carmilla gave me. 
 
    Of course, master, Uther said, panting happily. Should we wait for your ghost? 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “If only because she’d murder me if I left her behind,” I chuckled. “But one of these days, we should have a guys’ night again.” 
 
    You have lots of responsibilities to your women, Uther noted. It’s hard to get you a full night off. 
 
    “You’re not wrong, little buddy,” I laughed openly. “Not wrong about that at all.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 3-5 
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   T he alien forest was thick with red-barked trees whose trunks twisted and gnarled skyward into wide open branches that looked like ghostly palms grasping for the sky. Whatever worked as chlorophyll on this planet was obviously purple because all the grass, leaves, and moss had a violet hue rather than the green I was familiar with. 
 
    Uther was by my side, roughly the size of a wolf at the moment since the forest was too dense for him to maneuver at full size. Melody was on my left, floating around, scanning our surroundings. 
 
    “Sooo,” she said, “what the fuck is this mission?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I actually… don’t know. Carmilla didn’t offer much in the way of information, so I figured it might be a straightforward one.” 
 
    Now is a good time to finally use your ability to communicate across dimensions, Uther suggested. It was an aspect of the enhancement I had received when we looted the Voidship Graveyard, just after losing Randolph, Brian, and Evelyn. 
 
    “Good idea,” I said, and I drew my thoughts inward and summoned the image of my beautiful vampiress in my mind. I saw her face nuzzling into Dahlia’s shoulder as they looked over a book together. Dahlia looked as though she barely knew Carmilla was there. 
 
    Hey sweety, I said psychically. 
 
    Liam! She shot back at me. Where are you? 
 
    I sighed deeply as I sent my message back to her. I’m on the mission and we got here and realized we have no clue what we’re supposed to do. 
 
    She laughed. Right. Just walk straight. There’s an ancient burial ground. Somewhere around there is a Dark Wolf, some kind of eldritch entity that haunts those grounds. It’s connected to the Void. 
 
    So probably some loot nearby, I noted. 
 
    Definitely. Be careful, babe, she cooed. 
 
    You got it. See you when I get back. 
 
    Can’t wait. Dolly says hi. Love you.  
 
    I let the link crumble, and soon her gorgeous face disappeared, and I was met with curious looks from both Melody and Uther. 
 
    “So, what’s the word?” asked my sexy blue ghost. 
 
    “Go straight,” I shrugged. “Seems easy enough.” 
 
    We headed through the trees until the forest ended, and soon were met with scorched plains full of mounds in the dirt, which I knew must be the burial ground. The smell of these plains was somehow noxious and corrupt, making me crinkle my nose, but the sight of hundreds of graves ready for me to exhume was one for sore eyes indeed. 
 
    “This is gonna be fucking awesome,” I growled, and I raised my hands over my head. White necrotic energy lit my fingertips and eyes, and soon the earth beneath us was trembling. A low rumbling gurgled underfoot, and I noticed Melody shifting uncomfortably in anticipation. “Don’t be afraid, baby.” 
 
    “Don’t call me baby,” she groaned. “Call me something hot. Like pumpkin.” 
 
    Even I know ‘pumpkin’ is not hot, Uther growled. 
 
    Before the discussion could continue, a few hundred bony hands became visible as they tore themselves out of the ground. An army of skeletons was now at my disposal, each of them augmented by my powerful Affinity and the mana enhancements I’d spent on preparing for moments like this over the last half a year or so. 
 
    They had jagged, monstrous teeth and extended lower jaws. A red light glowed behind their sunken sockets, and they possessed long claws—or even magic of their own, in some cases. Indeed, I saw several skeletons weaving their own spells, creating orbs of white destructive energy in their palms as they seemed to try to understand themselves. 
 
    “This is pretty scary, Liam,” Melody shuddered. 
 
    “But it’s hot, right?” I said. 
 
    “I mean, in terms of the power angle?” Melody asked. “Well, yeah, sure. But I didn’t need more reasons to want to sleep with you.” 
 
    “Imagine this with the crown,” I said, looking over at Uther, who had seen fit to allow his size to expand somewhat. 
 
    I’d really rather not. You got rid of it, right? he asked. 
 
    I sucked in a cool breath of stagnant air. “Yeah,” I said gloomily. “I think it was for the best.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just absorb it?” 
 
    He tried months ago, Uther said. Almost killed him. 
 
    “After Dahlia came back. I tried.” 
 
    Melody looked horrified, and I couldn’t tell if it was from that revelation or the sight of my army of the dead at this point. “That shouldn’t happen,” she pointed out. “That only happens if the item is soulbound.” 
 
    I looked at Uther. “Translation?” 
 
    Soulbound items are powerful legendary items of which there are only a few in the multiverse. For example, Excalibur is an item of legend in countless universes, but it can only exist in one at any given time. 
 
    “So the crown is a soulbound item? Bound to who?” I asked. 
 
    Must be you, Uther guessed. Or whoever placed it for you to find. 
 
    There were a lot of things about the crown that still made no sense to me. For one thing, why did I recognize my own handwriting on the wall when I found it? Where did it come from? If this was some famous soulbound item, how come no one that had seen it could ever identify it? None of this shit made any sense. 
 
    “Let’s do this fucking mission and go home,” I grumbled, my mood soured by all the crown talk—which, admittedly, I had brought on. 
 
    My army rose and approached to meet me, looking at me expectantly. With a gesture, I scattered them, and they headed off in all directions to find our quarry. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” Melody asked. 
 
    “A Dark Wolf,” I shrugged. “They’ll find it.” 
 
    We waited in silence until the howls came. It didn’t take long. They came from the southeast, and we turned and headed in that direction. With a wave, all my minions scattered in the wrong directions took off running to join us, scampering on all fours like the monsters they were. 
 
    “I feel kind of useless on this mission,” Melody said. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I grunted. “I just want to get this done quickly.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she laughed. “It’s kind of nice to be able to hang back and chill.” 
 
    “Let’s not chill just yet.” 
 
    Off in the distance, in the direction we were headed, smoke could be seen. It steamed up toward the sky in a jet-black plume, and the sky went dramatically quickly from day to something like night as the billowing vapor rapidly blanketed the heavens. 
 
    We exchanged looks and took off running until I realized it’d be quicker just to hop on Uther’s back, so I did. He grew rapidly to accommodate me and I rode him toward the smoke, and soon I saw the unspeakable entity which had caused it. 
 
    The entity was the smoke itself, as far as I could tell, but toward the ground, the vapors swarmed wildly like a bottom-heavy tornado. The twister itself had about a dozen red eyes or orbs that floated in the air around it—and at least three slobbering mouths, which defied all reason to behold. 
 
    “Why the fuck is that called a wolf?” Melody asked. 
 
    As if in reply, a shrill sound like a howl was emitted by the twister as it set itself upon us. My skeletons, powerful as they were, were being quickly shredded by its awesome eldritch power. 
 
    Something close to a hand reached out to smash me against the ground, but Uther and I dodged out of the way. Upon hitting the ground, though, it swept sideways and swatted Melody, who was surprised that she could be hit by the thing, forgetting momentarily that this creature was obviously of the Void. 
 
    Marks like burns appeared on her skin, and she began to flicker as she recovered and got out of the way of a second strike. 
 
    I fired a series of projectiles at the Dark Wolf, and it howled as they made contact, but I wasn’t sure if it hurt or that was just its default response. Frustrated, I began charging the most powerful Drain Life spell that I could muster. 
 
    Uther dodged and avoided assault after assault, but then the game changed as the twister itself bore down upon us, trying to take us inside of it. My casting was almost interrupted, except that Melody hurled a series of magic missiles that startled the creature at the last minute. 
 
    I let my spell rip, and the white beam of an overpowered Drain Life made perfect contact with one of the red orbs that I assumed were like eyes, but it very quickly became clear that I was wrong. The first orb crumbled under my spell, turning white and then scattering to dust that was sucked up into the tornado-like radius of its body. The howl that resulted was definitely an indication that it was in pain. 
 
    “Go for the red orbs!” I shouted, and together we made a coordinated assault. My few remaining skeletons threw themselves boldly in front of any attacks aimed for Melody, and Uther continued to dodge out of the way like the badass he was. “We’ve got this!” I declared, and it was looking good. 
 
    It was looking damn good right up until the moment the thing managed to get a hold of me, dragging me inside of the twister. I heard Uther roar in anger and Melody scream like a girl in a horror movie as I disappeared inside it. 
 
    Now all I could hear were the deafening howls, and I felt something pulling me apart from all sides. The pain was intense, and it all happened so fast that I didn’t even have time to react or process which spell would be best in this hopeless scenario. This was it. I was going to die. 
 
    But no. Almost unceremoniously, I was let down, hitting the ground where I was caught by Uther, and I realized the vapors that made up the Dark Wolf were scattering to the winds. The red orbs were all gone. 
 
    Melody hovered over me, looking down on me with frantic worry. I smiled up at her, shaking off a headache and trying to ignore the ringing in my ears from all the howling I’d just endured. “Hey pumpkin,” I said, grinning up at her. 
 
    “God that’s so fucking hot,” she seethed through a clenched jaw. “Be more careful next time, though.” 
 
    I wasn’t really sure what I could have done differently. We flew into the situation pretty blind. I guess one thing that we could have done was research Dark Wolves before heading on the mission, but there was no time to think about shoulda-woulda-coulda right now. 
 
    “Where’s the loot?” I asked, looking around. I didn’t see any signs of it anywhere, but there had to be some if a creature like this was guarding these grounds. 
 
    Look at your minions, Uther suggested. 
 
    I knew he was talking about my skeletons, but I decided to first give a pointed and inquisitive look at Melody to tease her. She could hear Uther now, too, due to their similar connection to me. 
 
    “Oh ha ha,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I bet you think you’re really cute. We get it. I’m your minion. You’re sooo fucking clever.” 
 
    I smirked, pleased with myself, but then I glanced over at a nearby skeleton. He had an amulet still around his neck from his past life. 
 
    “It’s in the graves,” I groaned. “Of course.” 
 
    Digging up the graves took some time because I was down quite a few skeletons, but in the end, we managed to take a sizable haul from the mission.  
 
    “This may be a dumb question, Mel,” I started, “but can you just, you know, use the mana to take on a physical form, maybe?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “When I died, I lost my familiar, so absorbing mana is really hard for me and not very efficient.” 
 
    I frowned, stealing a look over at Uther. “Oh, I see. That explains a lot. What was your familiar?” I asked her. 
 
    “A black cat named Gwen,” she said. “She was the best.” She looked on the verge of tears to be reminded of it. 
 
    An idea was forming in my head. A series of ideas, really, that, if perfectly executed, might lead to a sequence of events in which Melody was able to have everything she wanted. I didn’t say much just yet, but I pocketed it away in my mind and offered this. “I’ll figure something out, Mel.” 
 
    We cleared the loot into a bag of holding and left, using my Waypoint Spell to make it back to my room. When I got there, I didn’t have time to enjoy the sight of my bed after the long mission because a message was written in familiar handwriting on my wall in chalk above my desk. Atop my desk, there was a black sack. 
 
    You dropped this, said the message. I swallowed hard, opening the bag and peeking inside. 
 
    It’s the crown, isn’t it? Uther asked darkly. 
 
    I sighed. “Yep. It’s the crown.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 3-6 
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   I  called a meeting in the mesa pentagram where rituals were conducted and where we’d all once summoned our familiars for the first time. It was our go-to spot when we had to talk off-grounds, and I didn’t feel like hosting the girls in my room after the sudden reappearance of the crown. 
 
    We sat in a circle all around the pentagram, everyone staring at me expectantly, waiting for me to speak. I reached into the black sack and pulled the crown out, triggering gasps and wide-eyed expressions from all but Dahlia. 
 
    “I thought you were going to get rid of that?” Carmilla asked, sounding distressed. 
 
    I inhaled, mustering the will to speak as I took in their worried faces, knowing what I was about to tell them would do little to assuage their concerns. 
 
    “I tried,” I said. “I tried to absorb it once and, as you know, went into a catatonic state for a day. And on my last solo mission before this one, I threw it away and went home through the portal without it.” 
 
    “And it’s back?” Memento asked in fear and awe. “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But there’s more I haven’t explained.” 
 
    They leaned in, and I felt a sudden burning shame inside me. How had I gone so long without telling them the full story? What power did this crown have over me that I would conceal its nature from them for so long? And if it was indeed the crown’s fault and not my own, why did I suddenly feel so emboldened to speak about it with my girls after all this time? 
 
    “On the first mission we went on with Memento,” I said, eyeing Carmilla and Dahlia, “I found this in that locked room in the cellar.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Carmilla said. “Dahlia checked that room before everyone slept. Nothing was there.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m telling you the truth. And there’s more.” 
 
    “Tell us, baby,” Dahlia urged, leaning forward, clearly sensing my hesitancy. 
 
    I closed my eyes in fear of their reaction. “It came with a note written on the wall. Something about a King Skeletox. And the note was written in my handwriting.” 
 
    The girls all looked at each other, plainly befuddled. “I don’t fucking get it. You wrote the note?” Melody asked. 
 
    “No, I most certainly did not. I was with you girls the whole night up until the minute I found the crown. Uther can attest to that.” My fox nodded beside me. 
 
    “So, what does it mean?” Melody pressed. “This is freaky bullshit.” 
 
    “I have no clue. But it happened again. I threw the crown away, and we found another note in my room when we got back from the latest mission. Also in my handwriting.” 
 
    “What did it say?” Asked Memento. 
 
    “You dropped this,” I said. Their expressions became even more haunted by the short, ominous message. “That’s all.” 
 
    We sat in silence for what seemed like an eternity before anyone spoke up again. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Carmilla said, crinkling her nose as she tried to piece together the implications. “You never told us about that message before.” 
 
    I closed my eyes again. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I honestly can’t say. Maybe some power the crown had over me, but that’s no excuse. I should have told you all on day one, and I didn’t.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Dahlia said, her face an empty canvas as she looked over at Melody. “It’s far from the worst treachery we’ve faced internally.” 
 
    “Fuckin’ right about that, sister,” the blue ghost muttered. 
 
    “It’s not fine,” I said. “I need to do better. There has to be trust for and from all of us, or everything will fall apart.” 
 
    The corner of Carmilla’s eyes were starting to streak with blood as tears formed. “You said nothing. For six months.” 
 
    I bit my lip and lowered my head. “I’m a piece of shit, I know.” 
 
    “What else do we know?” Melody asked, trying to diffuse that bit of tension. 
 
    I whimpered slightly as I tried to speak, but I faltered when I saw the tears running down Carmilla’s cheeks. 
 
    “Tell us everything,” Carmilla insisted. 
 
    “There isn’t much more that I know,” I said. “I’ve had some dreams about the crown. Wearing it. Blowing up planets. Killing gods.” 
 
    “Killing gods?” Memento asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like, I saw myself fighting Cthulhu, Nyarlathotep, and others like them.” 
 
    “Randy?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    I shrugged again, my shoulders struggling to find the strength to make the gesture very compelling. “I guess.” 
 
    I looked over at Dahlia, my eyes attracted to her by sensing some movement coming from her. She was shaking, shivering, but her expression didn’t change. Worse, she’d started scratching at her neck, gently at first, but soon she was raking against her skin, threatening to rip it open. 
 
    “Dolly?” I asked, “What’s going on?” 
 
    She shook her head, her mouth hanging open. The rest of us exchanged fearful looks. 
 
    “Dolly?” Carmilla echoed me. “Stop that, honey. Dolly. Stop that!” 
 
    Black blood was now dripping down her neck, and we were on her, pinning her to the ground. “Dahlia, what the fuck is going on!?” I shouted, suddenly at full alert. 
 
    “It hurts,” she moaned suddenly, her face blank but her voice filled with more expression than I’d heard in three months. “It hurts so bad—like I’m burning through my skin!” 
 
    She screamed. The sound was the stuff of nightmares, like the cry of a banshee. All I wanted to do was hold her, but I had to let go of her for a second to cover my ears. 
 
    “I’m ripping open!” she shrieked. “Help me!” 
 
    Carmilla thought fast, much more quickly than the rest of us, and saved the day. “Ig’thir Sicar!” she said, touching her glowing fingertip to Dahlia’s forehead. With that, Dolly collapsed into my arms and fell asleep. 
 
    “Sleep spell?” I asked, my heart racing. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “I don’t know how long that’ll hold her or that it’s actually lessening her suffering. What do we do?” 
 
    I clenched my jaw, holding her tight against me. I looked over at Memento. “Can you get her a new body?” 
 
    “Like… right now?!” she asked. “I don’t have the reagents! I don’t have many Elder Orbs left at all. I could mold one of my existing homunculi, but it wouldn’t hold her soul for long. She still needs a more permanent solution or at least more power than I have at the moment.” 
 
    “That’ll have to do.” I looked down at Dahlia, sleeping fretfully in my arms, her head whipping back and forth. “Baby, we’re going to help you.” Her skin was crackling, blood leaking out of the fissures. “Shit, she really is bursting out of her own body!” 
 
    “This is so bad. Okay, Memento, let’s Waypoint to your room!” Carmilla shouted, wiping tears from her own face.  
 
    Suddenly a cold chill ran up my spine, and I sensed something that simply… didn’t belong. There was something beckoning me to stay, and it was a call I couldn’t ignore. It was like the crown itself wanted a chat. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” I said. “I have to deal with… this,” I said, gesturing to the crown, thinking fast of an excuse. “I don’t want to carry it into the room with her.” 
 
    They just nodded, accepting it, or didn’t acknowledge it at all. Even Melody vanished with them, and I was left alone with Uther. 
 
    I felt it, too, he said. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked shakily. 
 
    “It’s you,” a voice came back. “I’m you.” 
 
    And then, with a flurrying of billowing green smoke, he appeared—me, down to every minute detail, though with a missing eye, a missing hand, and a few differences in scarring. Despite those inconsistencies, it was entirely clear that the person standing before me in a black cloak, the hood pulled down, was the spitting image of yours truly. 
 
    My mouth hung open, wanting to speak, but just about anything I could think to say was so utterly stupid and impotent that I couldn’t even bring myself to mumble a single word. 
 
    “I know,” the other me, Liam 2, said. “It’s a lot to take in. But I think the time has come for us to chat.” 
 
    Still, I fumbled my words, ultimately managing a single one, “How?!” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Liam 2 chuckled. My chuckle. “I am afraid that it’s a very long story, and we don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    “Give me the broad strokes, motherfucker,” I growled, finally finding strength through frustration, my thoughts flying to Dahlia, who could be dying without me by her side at that very moment. 
 
    The other me looked at Uther, and I noticed obvious sadness on his face before he spoke, his lips quivering with a pang of something like regret. “I definitely owe you that at the very least. And, in advance, let me just say sorry for the raw deal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 3-7 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
    ’m not promising I’m going to forgive you,” I said, eyeing the grim reflection looking back at me. He stood straighter than I did, but there was still some visible wear and tear, most notably in his spirit. 
 
    He sat down at the center of the pentagram. I didn’t join him. I remained standing, Uther growling by my side. 
 
    “I have been planning this conversation for a long time, and I still don’t know how to begin,” he laughed. “It’s a fucking doozy.” 
 
    “Start with who you are.” 
 
    “No, I’ll start with who you are.” He paused and looked up at me with milky white eyes. “You are not Liam Elloway. Not really. That’s me.” 
 
    I felt my fingers ball into fists. “Explain,” I said. 
 
    “Sure. More than six months ago, you came to Esoterica for the first time. That was about two years ago for me. Everything you’re experiencing, I experienced some version of it, right up until Dahlia’s disappearance into the Void.” 
 
    “I’ve got a lot of questions already,” I said. “First of all, you’re from the future?” 
 
    “Yes. Mostly.” 
 
    “Mostly?” 
 
    He sighed. “It’s… really complicated. I lost Dahlia to the Void, and that was the lynchpin that set off a series of events leading to the end of our quadrant of the multiverse. At the end of it all, I made a deal with Nyarlathotep, Outer God of Chaos, to send me back to the moment I came to Esoterica.” 
 
    “So you could relive it and do things differently?” I asked, but it didn’t sound right. “But that’s not what you’re doing.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. I’m too damaged. I reached my maximum and had my power sapped, my potential halved. I’ll never be able to hit the heights of my potential like you will.” 
 
    “So I’m you in the past,” I said. “And this is your past, and you’re just watching me fuck it up again.” 
 
    Liam 2 laughed. “You’re doing alright so far,” he said. “But listen, dude, you are not me from the past. You’re a clone that I made—an advanced, almost perfect replication of a human, but basically a homunculus adapted by my Memento Morikawa.” 
 
    Holy fuck. “Where is your Memento?” I asked, fearing the answer. 
 
    “Dead. All of them.” His eyes were cold, but there was unmistakable repressed pain. 
 
    I gagged from a sudden onset of nausea, almost throwing up right there. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “You’re taking this well, all things considered. I knew you would. You share my soul.” 
 
    “So, I’m not even human. And I’m going to lose them all. And the universe is going to end.” 
 
    “You’re not listening,” he said, but his voice was calm, patient. “And I don’t blame you. It’s a lot. Nyarlathotep sent me back to the moment I came to Esoterica, right when Devon dropped me off at the gates. I left you there in my place, with my memories. I couldn’t show up in this state, and I couldn’t go through your journey again. I can’t progress in power any further, and the Headmistress would have known something was wrong with me instantly.” 
 
    My eyes shot open. “So you did defeat her, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “After Dahlia’s loss to the Void, the Headmistress took over my body, but Melody possessed me just long enough to pull my own consciousness back out and bury hers. It was… surprisingly easy. Free tip for you,” he shrugged. 
 
    Holy fuck. That’s anticlimactic. “Thanks,” I said. “But my Dahlia wasn’t lost to the Void. So now what?” 
 
    “This is where our paths diverge, though it doesn’t mean the end isn’t coming,” he said. “But first, the crown.” He gestured to the black sack between us. 
 
    “What about it?” I inquired anxiously, sitting down at last. Uther remained standing. 
 
    “I found this much later in my journey, and it was the only thing that allowed me to take on Cthulhu himself and beat back Azathoth for as long as I did. It’s a powerful weapon, the greatest in the multiverse. But it also led to my downfall.” 
 
    I shuddered as I recalled just how strong it was. “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t even know,” he shrugged. “But I need you to have it for when the time comes, and I wanted it to be easier for you to obtain than it was for me.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    He looked down. “Because obtaining it is how I lost Memento and Carmilla.” 
 
    My gut turned in pain for him. For me. “What about that name? King Skeletox?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Liam 2 shrugged. “Just sounded cool. I just needed you to take it.” 
 
    “It sounded like a villain from a Saturday morning cartoon,” I chuckled. 
 
    “But it was cool, right?” he asked, smiling weakly at me. 
 
    I had to concede the point. “Yes. It was. Why do I feel so connected to the crown?” 
 
    “I’m soulbound to it—and you share my soul. Therefore—” 
 
    “I’m bound to it, too. Got it.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    We sat in silence under the alien sky of Esoterica’s domain, staring at each other, each of us giving the other a very different expression, though both were loaded with meaning. 
 
    As I stared at him, horror was plain on my face, I was sure. Horror as to the darkness of my future, the uncertainty of my origins, and new existential concerns that I’d never had to consider before. Was I even a person? Did it matter? 
 
    It didn’t occur to me to doubt him—I could feel that he was telling the truth. He was me. I could feel my own soul flaring up to be so close to the one carrying the other half of it. 
 
    He looked back at me calmly, though. Less frantic than I was. There wasn’t any horror on his face—just a quiet pain. 
 
    “So, now what?” I said at last. My thoughts flew to my starchild lover. “I should check on Dahlia.” 
 
    He nodded. “You should. But she will be fine.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I can read souls and auras with ease,” he replied. “I wouldn’t have interceded here if I thought she was in any real danger. The Void inside her is trying to take over her body. Memento’s operation should do the job. I have faith in her.” 
 
    “So do I,” I nodded. 
 
    “Though you can help. As for what’s next… Keep the crown close at all times, but save it for the final battle. Do not abuse it. Having the crown did allow you to save Dahlia, and I’m glad for that. Already your timeline is happier than mine. But we’re not out of the woods yet.” 
 
    I nodded. “I honestly have no idea how to feel right now,” I confessed. 
 
    “Overwhelmed seems about right,” Liam 2 chuckled. Again, it was my chuckle, and it unnerved the fuck out of me, but it was emptier somehow. 
 
    “Why don’t you just do all this yourself? Or team up with me?” 
 
    He sighed. “This may sound like a copout, but I don’t have any fight left in me. More importantly, though, I’d be holding you back from your destiny. I had my potential and power stolen from me in the final battle of my timeline, so while I’m still stronger than you now, you have the ability to grow in power, and I can only remain stagnant.” 
 
    “So, what’s left for you now?” I asked, kind of fearing the answer. Was he going to keep stalking me until the end of time? 
 
    “What’s left is for you to finish me off. I’ve done everything I can, and I’m too cowardly to see the ending play out. The best I can do is give you a boost and a warning.” 
 
    “What warning?” I asked, eager to hear it. 
 
    “Don’t ever go to Rl’Yeh.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it. If it comes up, just say no. No discussion allowed. Just say no.” 
 
    I nodded. “Got it.” 
 
    “And one more thing,” he groaned as though reliving something painful. 
 
    “Shoot me with it.” 
 
    “Assume that Randolph, Brian, and Evelyn are dead.” 
 
    I studied him for a while, wondering about the context of that, but he offered none. It stung to hear. Randolph didn’t deserve that. Brian and Eve sure as hell didn’t deserve it. Fuck. I felt my heart clenching in my chest, throbbing with pain. I’d assumed something similar myself when three months had gone by without a word. Hearing it spoken aloud made it real. 
 
    He sighed like a tired old man. “Now the boost.” 
 
    I looked at Uther. He wasn’t growling anymore. His eyes were fixed sadly on the other Liam, and finally, I heard his voice in my mind, but I knew it was directed at Liam 2. 
 
    What happened to me? Uther asked. 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Liam 2 affirmed. “Stay out of Rl’Yeh.” 
 
    I grunted my understanding at him, and then I spoke. “What’s this boost you keep talking about?” 
 
    He stood up, somewhat labored, and held his arms out to his side. “You’re going to cast Drain Life on me until it’s over,” he said. 
 
    “That sounds an awful lot like a death wish,” I answered him in a hush. “I don’t think I’m comfortable killing myself.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me and kept his arms extended. “I’m afraid I can’t give you much of a choice in the matter. This is mandatory. It’s gotta happen.” 
 
    “I still have so many questions.” 
 
    “There are some things that are better for you to learn on your own,” he said. “I have faith in you—in us. With my power and the Headmistress’s, too, you’ll be stronger than I ever was. Strong enough to do things right. And you have my warning and instructions.” 
 
    “Save the crown for the final battle. Don’t attack Randy, or rather, Nyarlathotep. Avoid Rl’yeh,” I nodded. 
 
    “Bingo. So don’t worry. It’ll be alright.” 
 
    “It feels anything but alright,” I said, though I was raising my wand. 
 
    “That’s it,” he urged. “Do it.” 
 
    I uttered the incantation with a heavy sigh, and I watched as the true Liam crumbled to his knees. He forfeited his essence so completely that I was almost overwhelmed by how easily his energy came to me. I felt dizzy as my body and soul attempted to adjust to the sudden gain in power. I’d never known Drain Life to work quite this way. In the past, it’d restore some of my spell energy, but never offer me a permanent boost. I wondered how this sensation could be possible, and the other Liam seemed to read my thoughts as he grunted an answer. 
 
    “Good,” he groaned, his face shrinking in pain, “We share the same soul, so my power is yours. You’re just claiming it. I… wasn’t sure this would work, but—” 
 
    “It’s working,” I grunted back. “Relax.” 
 
    He nodded, his skin going taut against his bones, his eyes growing sunken and expressionless. “Tell them I love them. Tell them for me, Liam.” 
 
    I squinted, feeling the burning of a tear in my eye, and I was tempted to sob aloud. Although I hardly knew this person, I also knew him intimately. It made perfect sense—his tragedy was my own. The empathy I felt for my own losses couldn’t be matched, but I stayed strong, knowing that only moments later, I’d have to face my girls. 
 
    “Tell them,” he gasped as he was finally reduced to a husk, “Tell them everything—when Dahlia is safe. Keep them close. They won’t care what you are.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I’ll tell them.” 
 
    “Good.” New power surged inside me like lightning. With that final gasp, the last breath of life left his body, and he was just a bony pile, which I tucked away in my private subplane. 
 
    And I was something else entirely. 
 
    I used my Waypoint Spell to shuttle myself and Uther back to my room. We shared a silent and solemn look before he vanished, and I headed to the door. It swung open without my touch, and I walked through, knocking lightly on Memento’s door. 
 
    Carmilla opened the door almost instantly, throwing her arms around me. 
 
    “Fucking hell, Liam!” she said, “Where the fuck did you go?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I said, shivering from the freshly minted memory. “Big shit just happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, big shit’s happening here!” Carmilla said, taking me by the arm and dragging me into the room. Dahlia was fastened to the bed, a rag tied in her mouth, suppressing her screams like a gag. The damage to her body was intense. Cracks in her flesh all throughout her figure left her clothes stained with black, corrupted blood, and it made me want to die to see her in such pain. 
 
    Memento was a gibbering mess, frantically trying to figure something out but struggling. A homunculus that was modified to look vaguely female lay next to Dahlia on the bed. 
 
    New knowledge and understanding soared through my mind as I appraised the situation, and I realized that I alone had the cleanest answer. Memento had done the legwork, creating a vessel for her soul that I could never manage, but soul transference was something that rightfully fell on my shoulders. 
 
    I knelt by Dahlia’s side, clasping her hand between both of mine, planting a delicate kiss on her face as she shrieked into the gag. I looked up at Memento, who was ripping pages out of books, looking for the right spell to cast. “I’ll take it from here,” I said. “Also, I want you to know I love you all.” 
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    naci c’thucha Imbar’kith n’fal!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, my palm pressed against Dahlia’s heaving chest. I felt the force of her soul shoot into my palm, and I held it there tightly as though it were a tennis ball. 
 
    The texture of a soul defies description. It was like fire, but electric, hot and cold all at once, simultaneously pleasurable and painful to the touch. I winced as I held it, studying it, drinking in its purity and beauty. 
 
    With her soul gone, her body devolved into slick, wicked blackness. A hundred tiny gnashing mouths appeared, replacing her skin, and then the body itself twisted and bent until it was just a flailing mass of tentacles. With a wayward glance from me, they withered into muck until only a black orb was left behind. 
 
    “Destroy that,” I said, nodding at the ebony globe. “Now!” I was too focused on keeping Dahlia’s soul safe to handle it myself, but Melody, Carmilla, and Memento each hurled precise and deadly spells at the sphere until it erupted in white flames that consumed the bed—but only for an instant. The flames vanished as suddenly as they had appeared, and now I was left with Dahlia’s essence balled in my palm. 
 
    Another incantation, and her soul departed from my hand and floated into the homunculus. It settled inside the chest of the thing, seeking out the homunculus core that Memento had no doubt hastily modified to make this bonding possible. For a moment, I fretted, seeing the body quiver and shake as though seizing, but soon it became relaxed. 
 
    It was an ugly thing—an abomination even—faceless, naked, anatomically incorrect—but it housed the soul of my soulmate, so I would make it a worthy home for her. 
 
    I placed my hand on its forehead and closed my eyes, uttering another spell that, up until that point, would literally have been impossible for me to cast because it combined my skills in Necromancy with abilities from multiple other schools of magic with which I’d never demonstrated any gifts. Things were different now, though, and slowly, surely, and perfectly, the body changed. 
 
    First, the almost shapeless, brown, androgynous figure became more feminine, curving and contouring until it matched Dahlia’s own figure flawlessly. The skin paled and smoothed, nails grew on the fingertips, nipples appeared atop the shapely mounds of its breasts, and a face appeared where there had been none. 
 
    “It’s Dahlia!” Memento gasped. “But how!?” 
 
    I raised my free hand to quiet her, continuing to focus. I focused until every detail was just right, at least on the outside of her body. It wasn’t perfect—everything on her face was little more than a decoration, but that could be corrected in time. Memento could fix it. I was living proof of that. 
 
    I had the power in that moment to decide the sensitivity of each part of her body. I did my best to recreate her weak spots as accurately as possible on my own, but to my surprise, I felt Dahlia’s spirit guiding me as well as things got more intimate. The warmth of her soul interacting with me imbued me with joy, and I even felt hope that soon things would be okay again. 
 
    And then she opened her eyes. I could not recreate the celestial aspect of them. They would likely settle in on their own with time, as the eyes became more than adornments—but I could create the illusion. 
 
    Beginning with her eyes, what few imperfections there were in the body were easily fixed with a final spell as I placed an illusory veil over her that would be permanent and incredibly complex to break—so complex that I was confident no one would ever bother to try.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin ear to ear as I looked down at Dahlia. It was her. Yes, it wasn’t her original body, but it was her soul and her appearance. Unmistakably, this was my girl. The one who’d killed for me, sacrificed herself for me, and would love me until the universe collapsed in on itself. She was here again, fully. Completely here and mine. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open, and I saw that starry gaze find me, and I almost sobbed. “Liam!” she said. It was her voice, but it didn’t come from her body. It was emitted through her soul into my mind. Those of us in the harem would hear her. Others wouldn’t be able to for a while, at least without Dahlia making an extra effort, but to us, she would seem to be talking. We saw her mouth move and everything, though that was just an illusion meant to make her feel like herself. 
 
    “Dolly,” I said, and I cradled her naked body in my arms like a babe. I planted a hundred kisses on her, and she returned them to me. Her lips were weak, not able to do much, but capable of that at least. 
 
    “I feel like myself again,” she cooed. “But how?!” 
 
    “It’s a short but uncomfortable story,” I said, looking over my shoulder to see Carmilla and Memento hovering over us, hugging each other joyfully. Even Melody looked excited. 
 
    “I want to hear it, my love,” Dahlia insisted. 
 
    “I want you to hear it,” I said, smiling faintly down at her. 
 
    I told them everything. I told them about the crown, about the original Liam. I told them the advice he gave me, the future that he described. I told them about how we’d easily defeat the Headmistress, and how I came to possess these new powers. 
 
    “In the history of Esoterica, I don’t know that there’s ever been a sorcerer as powerful as you are now,” Carmilla said. 
 
    Dahlia studied me. “Your aura is partially healed,” she said. 
 
    “I’m going to be working on repairing it, bit by bit,” I said. “But first, I need to arm myself mentally. That’s the missing link. That’s the piece of the puzzle I still lack. Mental fortitude against the traumas of my past that keep coming back for me.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want, then I support it,” Dahlia said. “I support everything you want, now and forever.” 
 
    I beamed at her. “I know that,” I said. “It goes without saying.” 
 
    “I like to say it. I like to be able to express myself. For the first time in months, I can feel my feelings completely again!” she squealed happily. “I love you! I love all of you!” 
 
    Carmilla was crying happy tears of blood. “Fucking vampire bullshit,” she said through sniffles. “Ruining everything.” 
 
    I grinned back at her. “Everything is going to be okay,” I said. “I can see a clear trajectory to a winning scenario.” 
 
    “Walk me through it,” Memento said, sitting on the bed beside us. “We should get Dolly some clothes, though.” 
 
    I whimpered. “Do we have to? Can’t I enjoy it a bit longer?” 
 
    Dolly grinned at me seductively. “You pervert. Drink it in, baby,” she said, leaning back and spreading her legs. “After all, you made me this hot.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Memento giggled. “I’m not going to be the one to kill the vibe. But tell us your plan because you just laid some majorly heavy shit down for us.” 
 
    I nodded. “I have a lot to take care of. The first thing I need to do is goad the Headmistress into stealing my body. Melody will do her thing, and that’ll be that. I’ll have all the Headmistress’s powers and my own.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Melody said. “Did you know the Headmistress was going to steal my body before you came along? Bitch has it coming.” 
 
    “Don’t you already have her powers after draining your doppelganger?” Carmilla pointed out. 
 
    “They’re partly diminished,” I explained. “At least that’s the gist I got. Draining the Headmistress myself should enhance me even further.” 
 
    “Sick,” my vampiress said, grinning and baring her sexy fangs. 
 
    “After that, all I know is we'll be offered some opportunity to go to Rl’Yeh. We say no to it. Non-negotiable, not up for discussion. Uther dies there.” 
 
    Dahlia gasped. Even that sound, that little gasp, was like sweet music to my ears. I hadn’t heard her do anything so dramatic in months. It made me smile, even in the midst of this serious conversation. 
 
    “No Rl’Yeh,” Carmilla said. “Got it.” 
 
    “Beyond that… I kinda think we just bail,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Bail?” Memento asked curiously. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, Esoterica is going to be going through some shit with the Headmistress gone. I suppose I could take it over, but I don’t want that. So let’s fucking leave. Let’s conquer a planet or two and set up shop as gods and just retire.” 
 
    “What about the end of the universe?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “We’ll deal with it when it comes,” I said. “As long as we’re together when it hits, I don’t fucking care.” 
 
    “I kind of care,” Memento said. 
 
    I looked at her. “If it happens, and we have warning, we’ll face it together and put a stop to it. At the very least, we’ll be together when it ends.” 
 
    “Save the multiverse or die trying,” Carmilla said. 
 
    I chuckled. “Something like that. 
 
    “Alright,” Memento nodded. “I can get on board with that.” 
 
    “Do we have any clues as to what causes it?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Randolph, I guess. He succumbs to Nyarlathotep at some point, right? I… think maybe he already has. That’s gotta be a part of it. He’s the Herald of the End. Nyarlathotep said it himself.” 
 
    “He also said it was several lifetimes away,” Memento said. 
 
    “But the other Liam, the real Liam,” I said, shivering a bit at the admission, “seemed to suggest otherwise. Best guess? Something happened that unleashed Nyarlahotep on the universe early. Or maybe it was all a lie.” 
 
    “But the stars wouldn’t have been right,” Carmilla protested. “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    I shrugged, brushing Dahlia’s hair and looking in her eyes as I spoke. “And yet the original Liam killed Cthulhu. If Cthulhu came out of hiding, not just one of his avatars, it means the end came, too, right?” 
 
    Memento leaned onto my shoulder. “I guess,” she said. “Fuck. It sounds scary.” 
 
    “Just stay out of it, and we should be okay for now,” I suggested, smiling in spite of the gravity of our discussion. “Everything will be okay. We’ve got Dolly back.” 
 
    “Everything is more than okay,” she cooed up at me, giving me a lascivious look. “I can’t wait to push this body to its limits.” 
 
    Melody perked up. “Oh! Are we all fucking!? Can that happen now?” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Oh, I bought us all first-class tickets to Fucktown. You included. Train’s leaving the station in five minutes.” 
 
    “Why so long?” Carmilla pouted, tugging at the straps of her dress. 
 
    “I need to pee,” I said, still grinning. I looked at all of them. So fucking gorgeous. So fucking mine. I was the luckiest man in the multiverse. “But after that, show your tickets to the conductor and—” 
 
    Memento put a hand over my mouth, silencing me with an annoyed look. “We get the metaphor. Just go pee.” 
 
    “—find your seats,” I finished. “We gon’ have sex.” 
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    lright, pace yourself, sweetheart,” Dahlia cooed, still naked as I returned to the room. “There's four of us and one of you.” 
 
    I chuckled. “So cute of you to worry.” I snapped my fingers, and their clothes vanished from their bodies. “R'lyani yithi n'gara c'thun,” I growled in my best sexy-time voice, not even bothering to flourish my wand. Even without using a focus, I was able to split into four different versions of myself, one for each of them. 
 
    The first Liam, meant for Dahlia, was the palest and possessed her starry eyes. That form descended upon the bed where my gasping goddess instinctively opened her legs to welcome my approach. Memento moved aside, making room, awed by what she was witnessing. A quiet anticipatory moan escaped her as she watched me descend on Dahlia with wild affections. 
 
    The second Liam had Carmilla's black and red vampire eyes and, of course, her fangs. “Sweet, sweet Dracula,” she whimpered, her eyes glazing over with lust as I scooped her up into my arms. Her lips were already parted when I slid my tongue inside her mouth, making out with all the passion of two horny teens in the backseat of our best friend's minivan. 
 
    The third Liam was dedicated to Memento and caught her by surprise while she was still watching Carmilla, lifting her up as though she were a feather and gently bringing her to the floor next to a pile of books and torn pages. “Oh, daddy,” she whined. “Your horns and red eyes make me so fuckin' hot!” 
 
    “Likewise,” I whispered as I nibbled on my demoness's ear, letting my hands roam freely over her body. My mind focused entirely on pleasuring her until her moans turned to shrieks of gratification. She bucked against my hand as I started massaging her clit with two skilled fingers. 
 
    By this time, ghost Liam was already balls-deep in Melody. “Liam!” she moaned, “Oh my fucking God, fuck my spectral cunt, baby!” 
 
    “Don't mind if I do,” I groaned back at her. My cock bottomed out inside the phantom girl and continued pumping furiously, making her scream with delight. In fact, the room was a debauched cacophony of girly moans, and I was living my best life. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Dahlia hissed in my ear as my cock found the entrance to her slit. “You made me too sensitive, my love.” She groaned a final complaint as I slipped inside, feeling her tingly walls quiver around my dick. 
 
    “You'll get by,” I hummed against her neck, and she moaned like a bitch in heat as she let my cock find its rhythm.  
 
    Meanwhile, I was sucking on Memento's fat tits with her legs thrown around my waist. 
 
    “I can feel your dick between my legs! Just shove it in—Oh!” She squealed in bliss, her eyes crossing and tongue hanging lewdly out of her mouth at the exquisite moment of penetration. “That's more like it, daddy! Fuck me!” 
 
    My hips bucked forward, pushing my cock into her pussy with all the force I could muster, slamming into her with a strength that was almost supernatural—but she could handle it.  
 
    It took every ounce of self-control that I possessed to keep from cumming instantly as the consciousnesses of all four of my bodies merged, and I became aware of the pleasures of every one of their pussies at once. I never thought I'd get such an incredible opportunity for a side-by-side comparison, but here it was. 
 
    As I thrust in and out of Carmilla's glorious hole, the most significant quality that I can attribute to it would be tightness. Of the four of them, her cunt gripped me the hardest as I fucked her, pounding her with all the force my love could muster. It wasn't just the amount of strength she put into her clenching, either; it was the smoothness of her inner walls that seemed to suck me in, providing almost dreamlike levels of suction. I could have stayed there forever, but, alas, my time was limited. At this rate, very limited indeed. 
 
    Dahlia's pussy was sloppier and wetter—just how I remembered it. It was a perfect recreation of the pussy I knew so well, and as I thrust into her unyieldingly, it was easy to forget that her body was technically a flesh golem. The sight of my cock buried in her moist depths was enough to make me forget about that—and just about everything else. There wasn't a single part of me that was disgusted by the act. I'd do anything to be close to Dahlia again, and fucking her like she deserved to be fucked was priority numero uno. 
 
    Memento's pussy, however, was something else entirely. It was hot, like pleasurable lava around my cock. Each thrust buried me deeper into her molten sex as her lewd lips squeezed and massaged my shaft, creating waves of pleasure that generated ripples throughout my entire body. Her walls were so soft and pliable that they wrapped around my dick like a gooey heated blanket, coaxing me to fuck her harder and faster to make the most of the experience while it lasted. 
 
    Melody's pussy was the toughest to describe. It was tight, but not in the same way that Carmilla's was. Carmilla's pussy was tight in a way that suggested she religiously maintained her pelvic floor muscles. Melody, being the shortest and most petite of the ladies in my harem, naturally had the tiniest slit, and even getting into it was sometimes a challenge—and it certainly was today. But once inside, ohh boy, was it a treat. “Hoooo shit, baby!” she squealed as she splattered my body with a deluge of ghostly girl juice. 
 
    I continued ravaging my women like that for hours, using magic to stay hard as a diamond despite having gone through several messy orgasms of my own. Meanwhile, the four of them had succumbed to climax after climax to the point where I wondered if even my new heights of powers could remove the smell of sex from Memento's room. The bed, floors, and even ceiling (blame Melody's ectoplasmic squirts) were covered in love juice by the end of the evening, and just as we finished, all the Liams converged back into one, and the five of us collapsed onto the bed together. 
 
    “My bed is fucking destroyed,” Memento giggled. “Thanks for that, Dolly.” 
 
    “You're welcome,” she cooed, dismissing Mimi and nuzzling herself underneath my arm, pressing her nude body up against mine. 
 
    “No one has ever been fucked like that in the history of fucking,” Carmilla said with absolute certainty. “No one. Not a single girlfriend, wife, whore, or friend-with-benefits has ever been fucked like that. Ever.” 
 
    I laughed. “I take it you had a good time?” 
 
    “It's a miracle I can form words and count my fingers,” she said, looking at her hands to verify. “I thought you fucked me stupid for a minute there.” 
 
    “I'm ready for round eight,” Melody said eagerly. “I want it in my butt next time.” 
 
    I let my hand go ghostly and reached up to caress her face with a wink. “That can be arranged.” 
 
    “I admire your stamina,” Memento whimpered. “I, for one, won't be able to walk right for days.” 
 
    Melody's musical giggle graced my ears in reply to Mimi's soft lament. “Oh, I wouldn't be able to either, but I fly around everywhere, so it doesn't matter so much.” 
 
    “You'll all be fine,” Dahlia said. “Your natural healing as sorceresses of Esoterica will certainly be enough for you to recover from a little sex.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Carmilla snorted a giggle. “You have a homunculus body. You're probably already fully recovered.” 
 
    To say that I was in a good mood was an understatement. I hadn't had a night like that in... well, ever. I'd had some great nights with my gals, don't get me wrong, but this took the proverbial cake. Speaking of cake... 
 
    “Hey,” I started to say, “I just had an amazing idea.” 
 
    “Is it about the Headmistress?” Melody asked curiously. 
 
    “Kind of,” I said. “I was thinking we could go to the cafeteria right now, middle of the night, eat pizza and ice cream, and then come back here and snuggle until we pass out.” 
 
    Dahlia nibbled on my ear the best she could with her new lips. “Sounds great. But what does that have to do with the Headmistress?” she asked. 
 
    “I may have exaggerated the connection,” I grinned. 
 
    They all laughed at that, and with a snap from me, their clothes reappeared on their bodies. 
 
    “Oh honey, yuck,” Carmilla said. “I'm covered in our spunk, and you just put my clothes back on my body.” 
 
    I grimaced. That was definitely a fuckup. “Oops. Sorry.” I snapped again, instantly cleaning off the goop and fun juice. 
 
    Memento sighed. “Wow, so you could have just done that first.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “I'm still figuring this shit out. Everyone's grateful for the sex magic for like five minutes afterward, then I get a tiny bit of jizz on your clothes, and suddenly you're all critics.” 
 
    “Relax, daddy,” she cooed as she angled her head onto my chest. “I'm just teasing you.” 
 
    We headed toward the door, arm in arm in arm in arm, and just as I was about to reach and open it, a knock sounded. 
 
    “You expecting guests?” I asked Memento. 
 
    She gave me a look to emphasize the stupidity of the question. 
 
    “Should I open it?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean, you were going to anyway,” she shrugged, rolling her eyes and smirking at me. 
 
    I nodded. I reached for the handle and turned it, squeaking the door open. I was not fully prepared for what was waiting for us on the other side. 
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    evon?” I said, surprised to see my Rescuer waiting at Memento’s door. 
 
    “Hello, Liam,” he said, his nostrils flaring. Devon’s face twisted suddenly. “You really need to do something about the smell in here. It smells like—well, I don’t really want to say what it smells like, but judging by the afterglow on each of you, I think you know full well what I was going for.” 
 
    I didn’t look back, but I knew my girls were blushing. I, for one, couldn’t have felt more like a man if he had thrown in a compliment to the size of my bulge. “Noted,” I said, beaming proudly. “We’ll look up a post-sex cleaning spell.” 
 
    “Liam!” Memento gasped, but she giggled at the end of it. 
 
    “Anyway, what can we do for you?” I asked. “I’d ask you to come in, but, you know.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” he said sternly. “No, maybe Memento can just step outside for a moment? I need to speak with her about something.” 
 
    I looked at her and saw her red eyes light up in a look of realization. “I’ll be right back, promise!” she said, and she hastily went with Devon, stepping into the hallway, leaving the rest of us to stew in the sex-stank. 
 
    Dahlia was grinning at me. “Ready for another round? You can double-team me with Memento’s Liam.” 
 
    “Holy fuck, you’re a genius,” I said. I hadn’t even had time to consider the possibilities, having just learned of the new power to split myself into harem-based copies of myself. “But, no, I don’t want to make Devon even more uncomfortable than he already was.” 
 
    “What do you think they’re talking about?” Carmilla asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. If she wants to tell us, I’m sure she will. I trust her.” 
 
    Carmilla shot me a guilty look. “But she can’t trust us, right?” 
 
    Dahlia looked very confused all of a sudden, and I frowned as I realized what she was referencing. “What? What do you mean? Of course she can trust you,” Dahlia said. 
 
    I shook my head. “Fuck. It’s okay. We’ll tell her as soon as we get down to the cafeteria. Agreed?”  
 
    “Finally,” Melody said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Carmilla nodded. 
 
    Dahlia scrunched her nose. “Tell her what?” 
 
    Suddenly the door opened back up, and Memento faced us, eyeing me with a blank expression, one of shock. 
 
    “You alright, Memento, honey? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Dahlia said. 
 
    “How fucking insensitive, you bitch,” Melody seethed. “Personally, I think she looks more like she’s seen a Void monster girl whose soul is possessing the body of an anatomically correct homunculus.” 
 
    “It’s my dad,” she said. “Devon found my dad!” 
 
    My face took on an expression that I imagine looked a lot like a child who got his fingers caught in the cookie jar, my mouth making a surprised and terrified ‘o’ as I tried my best not to look at Carmilla. 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Dahlia gushed happily. 
 
    Memento shook her head though, as if in disbelief. “I don’t know. I have a lot of feelings about it. Not all of them are good. But it’s amazing just to know, you know?” 
 
    “Let’s go to the cafeteria,” Carmilla said. “Let’s talk all about it down there.” Good girl. Buying me some time. 
 
    *** 
 
    We headed down to the cafeteria and sat at our usual table. Memento’s face was constantly changing, flickering between joy and anger. It was cute to watch her process all her feelings, but it also made me afraid to pile even more information on her. 
 
    “I just… I can’t believe it,” she said. “After all these years, he’s so close. Devon said he’s in a plane that can be accessed through a hidden portal right here in Esoterica! I could visit him today.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend that,” I groaned, unable to help myself. 
 
    “What? Why?” she asked in surprise. “This is a really big deal to me.” 
 
    My heart was burning in my chest. The anticipation of her reaction was a stinging torture I could not endure. I had to tell her. If I didn’t, Carmilla and Melody would silently judge me, and one day Memento would find out that I knew. She’d learn that I hid it from her. 
 
    “Ummm, Liam?” Melody said, prodding me. “Would you like to tell her a bit more about that?” 
 
    Memento looked at her and then back to me. “Tell me what? What do you mean? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Dammit,” I groaned. “I was literally just about to tell you this, and then Devon had to say it first. So now I look like an asshole for holding out. But I promise, Mimi, I was really just about to tell you.” 
 
    “Tell me what?” Her eyes went cold as a wave of understanding washed over her. “You knew. How long?” All the emotion was gone. Her face went blank. 
 
    “Literally just found out when we slept together last night. I haven’t been holding out on you long. You described your dad to me, and I—I know him.” 
 
    “You what?” she said, her blank expression replaced by open befuddlement. “You know my dad? What, were you fishing buddies or something?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. I looked over to Carmilla. “Okay, I think that’s enough, right? We can stop there.” 
 
    “Stop where? What the fuck are you talking about, Liam?! You knew my dad? What does that fucking mean?” Now it was anger. Pain, even. 
 
    “I think it’s enough to just say this. I knew your dad. I met him about three months ago, right after Dahlia killed Melody.” I paused. I waited for the look of confusion to fade into wide-eyed understanding. There it was. “You get it, right? Don’t make me say it, Mimi. Please don’t make me say it to you.” 
 
    “Oh fuck!” she said, her eyes streaming sizzling tears down her cheeks as her hands reached out and grabbed my cheeks. “Oh fuck, baby! No! No, no, no! Please tell me I’m misunderstanding!” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s okay,” I said, reaching out and pulling her in for a hug. Her face, wet with tears, smeared upon my chest as she sobbed. 
 
    “It was him!?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry Devon had to tell you this, lifting your spirits, and I’m sorry I had to bring you down.” 
 
    She looked at me like I had just kicked her familiar in the face. “Don’t you fucking apologize to me!” she said. “My dad tortured you… it feels like my fault.” 
 
    “Now you know how I felt,” Dahlia said softly on the other side of me. 
 
    “The self-blame game isn’t helping anything,” Carmilla observed wisely. “Knock it off.” 
 
    “It was definitely Dahlia’s fault a little bit,” Melody said, throwing a bit of playful shade at Dahlia, which she didn’t take that kindly, “but literally none of it is your fault, Memento. You’re not responsible for the actions of a man you haven’t seen since you were a child.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “And it wasn’t Dahlia’s fault, either. It begins and ends with me. I should have stopped Dahlia, and when I failed to, I chose to take her place. I don’t regret it. Even without the pit, Dahlia’s been through hell. And Memento, this changes nothing about how I feel about you.” 
 
    She looked at me, her eyes huge, and said in disbelief, “Really? You mean it?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and I kissed her on one of her horns. “It changes absolutely nothing. And if you want to go see your dad, I have an open invitation to the pit given to me by the Headmistress. I’m sure she’d let me bring a friend.” 
 
    “No,” Memento shook her head. “I don’t want to see the man who tortured my boy toy. Absolutely not. You’re my only daddy now.” 
 
    “In a sexy way,” I clarified. 
 
    She grinned through the tears. “Of course.” 
 
    “In any case,” I continued, “if you want to meet with him, the offer is open. He knows me really, really well. Inside and out.” 
 
    She sobbed again, loudly, making something of a scene. People at the other tables in the cafeteria were staring at us now. Fuck, I couldn’t help myself, could I? I had to make that fucking joke. 
 
    I heard Uther’s voice in my mind offering his own feedback. I thought it was funny, master. I could tell by the cross looks being tossed my way from all the other ladies in my harem that they did not share his opinion. 
 
    “Liam,” Dahlia said, clicking her tongue. “Seriously.” 
 
    “You are such a dick sometimes,” Melody seethed, crossing her arms. “It’s an absolute wonder I’m going to make you fuck me again later.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Carmilla said, looking at me angrily. “Have some decency. You just dropped the biggest bomb of her life and are joking about it.” 
 
    Memento sniffled. “It’s fine!” she insisted. “I’m fine. He was trying to make me laugh. It just… backfired. That’s all.” 
 
    We ate the rest of our meals in relative silence, and it didn’t take long for Memento to calm down. Still, you could tell she was haunted by the revelation, as she had a slightly far-off look in her eyes every time anyone left her to her thoughts for even a moment. 
 
    As we made our way back to my room, we stopped just outside the door. Carmilla, Dahlia, and Melody had excused themselves to grab some books from Dahlia’s room. They’d decided to camp out on my balcony.  
 
    I was thankful for the alone time. I wanted to ask Memento a question as frankly as I could. “Did I make a mistake telling you?” I asked her. “Be honest.” 
 
    “No,” she said clearly. “I’m glad you told me. And I promise I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at her sternly. “You don’t owe me anything,” I said. “You aren’t responsible. I made that clear, didn’t I?” 
 
    “All due respect, baby, but you would feel the exact same way in my shoes,” she said, smiling at me meekly as she reached out for my doorknob. 
 
    She was right about that, and it shut me up right and proper. A few times my mouth fluttered to try to make a point, but each time, no sound escaped it at all. By the time I’d thought of even one word to utter, the door was open, and she was already in my room, standing next to my bed. 
 
    I walked up to her and placed my hands on her waist. She looked me in the eyes. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life making it up to you, daddy,” she cooed, standing on her tiptoes to kiss me. “Do you love me?” she asked. 
 
    “Fucking stupid question,” I said, kissing her. 
 
    “I need to hear you say it,” she insisted. 
 
    “I love you,” I said. 
 
    The door was wide open, and the others had stepped in at that moment. 
 
    I heard Carmilla sigh behind me. “I get that this was a big night for you, Mimi, but I’m gonna need you to share.” 
 
    The rest of the night went on like that, otherwise uneventful but for the loud and wet sex marathon that ensued. When morning came, it felt a lot like most of my worries were behind me. All but one, at least. 
 
    I looked up at the alien sky overhead. As we’d slept on the balcony, it was my first sight of the day—a sky that had started to weirdly feel like home. I made sure my next sight was the beautiful faces of my sleeping beauties beside me. 
 
    “Only one thing left to do,” I muttered, brushing back a strand of Dahlia’s silvery hair. “Time to take care of business.” 
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   E verything was different now. I was stronger. Dahlia was back—truly back—and my future with my harem was secure. We spoke of hiding away on a planet that we conquered somewhere off in a safe and remote parallel universe, but I was certain we all held our private ambitions that we’d share when things were well and truly settled. 
 
    To that end, there was only one nagging loose end, and it needed to be addressed sooner rather than later so that the next stage of our lives together could finally begin. The Headmistress needed to be dealt with. 
 
    It was funny—I had long assumed that defeating her would be the pinnacle of my achievements, but as I prepared for it and ran through the drills with Melody, I couldn’t help but feel like all the buildup was entirely without suspense at this point. I knew exactly how it was going to end because I’d done it before. I didn’t quite have the memories of how it was done in the sense that I couldn’t close my eyes and replay those scenes that the true Liam had lived through, but I had the sense memory, the muscle memory. It would be easy. 
 
    Actually doing it would be easy, at least. Goading her into taking rash action proved to be the part over which I was losing the most sleep. The Headmistress no doubt suspected an increase in power—I did little to hide it from her, after all. I wanted her to know. I wanted her to fear it, to desperately seek to make her move before her window of opportunity was closed to her forever. 
 
    But she wasn’t taking the bait. At least, not yet. And... that had me a bit worried. The way Liam 2 made things sound, after he’d returned from the mission with the Primarch Void Worm without Dahlia, the Headmistress did the body-snatching spell, sensing his growth in power. She made a move on her own, unprovoked. Why was she so still and patient now? 
 
    And then there was the matter of Memento’s father. I couldn’t just leave him in the pit, that loose thread left forever untouched. Memento was certainly conflicted over it now, but I knew that if I let her leave Esoterica behind without getting closure in some form or another that I’d regret it, and so would she. It wasn’t an option as far as I was concerned. 
 
    So there were still challenges ahead. Even at the heights of my power, I was still left flummoxed in the face of trials that posed no actual threat to me except to stall or complicate the happy, blissful future I was planning with my girls—the future they deserved. 
 
    I found myself spacing out in the library as I sat in a study room with my entire harem as they all pored over tomes that were relevant to their interests and aims.  
 
    Carmilla was studying up on vampire lore and trying to find out the best way to become a Vampire Goddess. She’d found one spell, but it was beyond even me without obtaining more Vampiric Orbs or other ingredients. The easiest way to get the orbs would be to go slay the avatar of a Great Old One, which I was very confident we could manage, but she wanted to make sure she turned over every other stone first. 
 
    Dahlia was studying illusion and transfiguration magic, which she wasn’t particularly strong with, to try to find ways to have more control over her new body and appearance without depending on me for upkeep. It was slow-going, but she felt confident she could make some headway with time. 
 
    Melody floated over the floor next to Uther, who helped her turn the pages of a book with his paw. It was a book on the metaphysics of familiars. Once I’d let slip that I had the aim of bringing her familiar back to her, she pledged to do all the research herself if I could make it happen. 
 
    Memento, predictably, was studying flesh golems and homunculi as usual, encouraged by our successful binding of Dahlia’s soul to her new body. She studied the most obsessively out of anyone at the table. Part of me wondered if maybe her focus was also owed to trying to distract herself from the news about her father. 
 
    And then there was me. I was making progress through the book Uther had selected for me the last time we were here. As powerful as I was, my mind was still vulnerable. It was my final unchecked weakness, and my familiar was right to raise it as a possible point of focus. I studied the various long- and short-term methods to protect it from trauma, learning a few handy warding spells that I could cast before sleeping. As I studied those, I couldn’t help but wish I’d learned them months ago. With this knowledge, I would have the option of using mana derived from loot to cultivate the fortitude of mind I was aiming for. 
 
    Our group mood could be described as quietly content. Dahlia and Carmilla nuzzled against me on either side while Memento chewed bubble gum she got from God-knows-where on the opposite end of the table, flashing me flirty looks and playing footsie with me underneath every few minutes. Even Melody was humming a little tune in the corner. It did my heart some good to see them all in such high spirits. 
 
    After a while, I started to fall into the trap of tricking myself that I could just stay like this forever—I didn’t need to poke the bear that was Headmistress Eliza Waite. I could just as easily wait for her to make a move and enjoy spending my days like this. Maybe the day would never come. Maybe she knew her ship had sailed and that she’d need to find someone else’s body to take over. Maybe I could just live like this in Esoterica for years in peace, building my life here with my harem. Or maybe if we left now, she’d never find us again. 
 
    But I knew, somehow, that that wasn’t the case. At some point, I would need to take care of things so that we could press on with the next step of our journey together.  
 
    Everything was blissful for weeks until one day, Dahlia woke up and cast her daily divination ritual and sensed something was off. 
 
    She sat up naked in my bed and looked at me with those starlit orbs I adored so much and said words that chilled me to my bone. “Things are going to change today.” 
 
    They were relatively benign-sounding words, but words I’d never heard her say before with such surety after her morning ritual since right around the time she killed Melody. I sat up and gazed back at her, noticing the curl of worry in her lip. “Change how?” I asked. 
 
    She could only shake her head. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But something is going to happen today.” 
 
    “Is it a good change?” 
 
    The anxious expression on her face betrayed doubt in her ability to answer the question confidently. 
 
    “What could be making you feel this way?” I asked, pulling her onto my lap. “Talk me through it.” 
 
    “It’s not hormones or biorhythms if that’s what you’re getting at,” she said, giving me an annoyed look. 
 
    I laughed. “No, I didn’t think it was. I just mean, when else have you felt this before?” 
 
    She closed her eyes to think. I watched her brow tense as a sharp pang of realization washed over her. Her eyes flashed open, and for a moment, I worried they’d be black orbs of the Void when I saw them again, but they were still the midnight blue celestial spheres I had hoped for. But that was ridiculous, of course, I scolded myself. The Void was gone from her, and the starlight in her eyes was just an illusion now.  
 
    “I remember one time just like this,” she said. “The day they tried to burn me.” 
 
    We got breakfast together, like usual. They went to class, like usual. We met up in the afternoon in the library, like usual. Everything played out like a totally normal day, and the further into the day we got, the more relaxed I became as no signs of earth-shattering change reared their ugly heads at us. I felt confident by dinner that the premonition had been false—maybe a side effect of her still adjusting to her new body, or maybe something distant that felt close to her because of some peripheral connection. I’d read about such things happening. That had to be it. 
 
    But Dahlia’s face only grew in concern, and she became listless and unfocused as we ate our dinner, like there was a ticking clock in her head ready to chime a final doom. 
 
    Before midnight, we headed back to my room, ready to embrace, all of us prepared to reassure Dahlia that everything was alright and nothing had changed. We were doing just that, and she was finally starting to relax, when suddenly I happened to glance over at Carmilla and noticed a sickly expression on her pale face. Rather than her usual porcelain white, her skin was tinged with an element of green, and as we made eye contact, she suddenly turned her head and vomited onto the floor. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” I shouted, instinctively pulling back her hair. “Car-Car! What happened?” 
 
    She just kept puking for a minute, and I looked at Dahlia and saw that look of horror renewed on her face. “It’s happening,” she said, a glittering tear forming in her eye. She got off the bed and ran to the bathroom for a bowl, bringing it back. Carmilla unloaded another round of puke into the receptacle while Memento hastily used spells to clean it all up. 
 
    “What’s going on?!” I asked Memento. “You’re the closest thing we’ve got to a doctor. Think!” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she shouted. “Carmilla, what’s been going on in your life recently?” 
 
    She was sniffling, fighting back tears, her voice snotty and pained as she answered. “I don’t know,” she moaned, “I guess—I guess my stomach hurts, and I felt dizzy earlier, and I was super tired, which is weird—” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” I groaned. “Dammit, what do we do? I didn’t even think we could get sick at this point…” 
 
    “—And, and my tits are so sore, and—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa! Stop there!” Memento shouted abruptly. “Your tits?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the vampiress complained. “They’re super tender. Since yesterday.” She leaned back into the bowl, gagging out a bit more vomit as Memento grinned at me, her red eyes glowing bright. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked worriedly. “Why are you smiling?” 
 
    “She’s fucking smiling?!” Carmilla groaned. “What the fuck!?” 
 
    “Everyone!” she said excitedly, a look of relief washing over her face and relaxing her voice. “I think Carmilla is pregnant!” 
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   I t had been one year since the death of my family, and a little over half a year since my life got flip-turned upside down and I landed here, in Esoterica, academy of eldritch sorcery. Since that time, I had donned the cloak of a necromancer, assembled a harem of powerful sorceresses, and fallen in love with each of them. I’d been to Hell and come clawing back from the pit and had slain gods with friends and betrayers. And now, I was face to face with the most jarring change I could possibly imagine, one that would put all the rest of those to shame. 
 
    I was going to be a father. 
 
    “How sure are you?!” I asked Memento as she grinned smugly at her little epiphany. 
 
    “Not entirely,” she confessed, “But I have a strong hunch.” 
 
    “I can put the hunch to rest,” Dahlia offered, “when Carri stops puking, anyway.” 
 
    Carmilla whipped her head back, her eyes wide. “No, that’s impossible,” she said dismissively. “I’m a true vamp. I’m undead. I can’t have a baby.” 
 
    “That logic checks out,” I nodded vigorously, not quite sure how I felt about the possibility. 
 
    “All the same,” Dahlia said, and her hand started glowing as she pressed her palm against Carmilla’s belly. 
 
    I waited in suspense for three seconds that seemed like three years, then watched Dahlia’s starry eyes flash open in a look that signaled alarm. 
 
    “What’s wrong?!” I asked. “Is she alright?” 
 
    “She is pregnant!” Dahlia rasped in disbelief. “But the baby is weak! It’s suffering!” 
 
    I can’t even begin to describe the emotional whiplash I experienced in that single instant. A moment earlier, I was clinging to a hope that maybe Memento’s deduction was a false flag, but now? Upon hearing that not only was Carmilla indeed bearing my child, but that child was in pain, everything changed. The world was suddenly different, brighter, more expansive than ever before, and yet strangely terrifying. I would do anything to save that child. 
 
    I picked Carmilla up in my lap and held her. She reacted in surprise, but didn’t recoil. If anything, she seemed suddenly very pleased with herself to be hogging my affections.  
 
    Even with the powers I’d absorbed from Liam 2, my divination abilities were still second to Dahlia’s, and I knew that I couldn’t find out any new information that she hadn’t already parsed. 
 
    I pressed my palm to her stomach and watched it glow a radiant silver. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Carmilla asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to trigger the baby’s natural ability to heal itself,” I said. 
 
    “Are we sure we want the baby?” she asked. I looked at her in surprise. 
 
    “What do you mean? It’s our baby,” I said. “It’s a literal miracle. You said yourself that vampires shouldn’t be able to conceive.” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” she grinned, kissing me on the lips. Then, “Is it working?” She was referring to my spell. 
 
    “Do you feel any different?” Memento asked. 
 
    “Out of the way,” Dahlia said, putting her hand on Carmilla’s stomach again. Her face twisted into a worried scowl. “It’s not working at all. The baby is still in pain. Something is wrong.” 
 
    “I can cut her open,” Memento suggested. 
 
    “You’re not cutting Carmilla open,” I said, seething at the idea. 
 
    “I cut Brian open. And Randolph.” 
 
    “That was different. This is Carmilla.” 
 
    “And our baby,” she said, giving me lovey-dovey eyes, but then she cringed in pain and twisted her head to the side, retching like she was about to vomit again. Memento grabbed the bowl, but Carmilla pushed it away. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re not,” I said, furrowing my brow, setting her down and standing back up. “You’re on bed rest. Dahlia, monitor the baby’s health. I’ll mindlink you every twenty minutes or so to check in. Memento, get her a sleep potion ASAFP. No nightmare potions.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I have a Peaceful Rest potion that’ll be perfect.” 
 
    “Good girl. Melody, Uther?” They both appeared beside me. “You’re with me.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Melody asked. 
 
    “We’re going to talk to the one person who might be able to help—and maybe settle things once and for all.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “To say that you are full of surprises, Mr. Elloway, would be to disrespect the institution of language,” Headmistress Waite chortled, seemingly pleased with herself. 
 
    We stood atop the balcony at the apex of the dormitories. I took the elevator all the way up, although I could just as easily have flown in retrospect. I was still getting used to my powers. From there, I rubbed Eliza Waite’s token and watched as billowing green smoke heralded her appearance before me. 
 
    And there we were. Face to face, staring down the barrel of my destiny. “Can you help or not?” I said. 
 
    “I’m no midwife, Mr. Elloway, but yes, I believe I may be able to guarantee a safe delivery for your child, though I’d like to know how far along it is if you could guess.” 
 
    I shrugged. “She isn’t even showing yet. She just started puking, so it’s very likely early in the pregnancy.” 
 
    “Morning sickness in the dead of night. Appropriate for a vampiress, I suppose.” She looked up at the swirling sky overhead. “Are you familiar with the Dreamlands, Mr. Elloway?” 
 
    I shook my head, clenching my fists at my side. “No,” I said. “I’ve heard of them, but I don’t know much about the topic.” 
 
    “They are a universe accessible to humans only through dreams, but select humans can travel there freely. You would need something called a Silver Key in order to come and go safely. It is a vast mirror universe that exists as a reflection of one of the many other universes in the multiverse. Your own universe from which you hail has one such Dreamlands realm.” 
 
    “Get to the point, Eliza.” 
 
    She grimaced at me but didn’t otherwise acknowledge my tone. “You will need to take Carmilla there. It is a place where magic is common, and death is immaterial for beings of her power and connection to magic. The child would also be safe until it came to term, and then once born, she and the baby could return to Esoterica.” 
 
    I nodded. “Alright, then,” I said. “How do I get a key like that?” 
 
    “Oh, like this key?” she grinned, and it suddenly appeared in her hand. It had queer, vaguely arabesque inscriptions alongside some far more alien ones, though I could scarcely make them out from where I stood a few paces from her position at the edge of the balcony. 
 
    My eyes instantly went wide and desperate. “Give it to me,” I said, reaching out for it like a zombie. 
 
    “What do you offer me?” 
 
    “My body,” I grunted. “My body for her safety. When the baby is born, let me hold it once, and then I’ll offer myself to you freely just a few days after returning.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to let her eyes bulge. “A most enticing offer—but what makes you think I require your permission?” 
 
    I decided to lay it all out on the line for her. “You don’t have a snowball’s chance in Hell if you think you can take me on in a fair fight at this point,” I laughed, openly mocking her. “I’ve absorbed my own counterpart from another timeline, and his power multiplied my own. That just happened. That was after our last duel.” 
 
    She squinted at me, and I recognized the movement of her eyes darting around my outline, trying to read my aura and penetrate into it, just like Dahlia. “I accept your terms.” 
 
    I smirked. “Wise move.” 
 
    In reality, she had fallen flawlessly into my trap. This opening was the ultimate two birds with one stone play. She enabled me to save my unborn child, and in return, I offered my body, though she was totally unaware that with Melody’s help, I’d be able to take it back almost instantaneously. 
 
    She dangled the key in front of me, but as I reached out for it, she snatched it back again. “No tricks, Mr. Elloway. You pledge your body to be freely given to me. Would you sign a binding contract?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’d have to see the contract first, but I don’t have time to hang around. I need to get Carmilla to the Dreamlands now. You have my word, Eliza. Read my aura, and you’ll know I’m not bluffing.” That in itself was a bluff, though, as I knew my aura was still somewhat jagged and broken from my time in the pit. 
 
    She scrutinized me a moment longer and sighed. “A wizard’s word, then. I shall see you in nine months’ time at most, I take it?” 
 
    “I swear it,” I said, nodding solemnly. 
 
    She tossed me the key, and I stopped it mid-air, letting it hover in my face. I studied it for a moment, inspecting it with a detection spell that certified its veracity, and then I snatched it. 
 
    “Sleep with the key in your palm, and have your harem women make physical contact with you if you wish them to follow you into the Dreamlands. Use the key in the same way to return,” she said, watching me carefully like she couldn’t decide if she was making a mistake or not. I was surprised how easy it was to trick her. 
 
    It was too easy, actually. She wasn’t an idiot. She knew something was up, and she would spend nine months preparing for it, I was sure. Still, I had the upper hand in every possible way, and I wouldn’t take that for granted. I would spend my time in the Dreamlands, making full use of my vacation away from her. 
 
    “You’ll need to travel to your own world first,” she cautioned. “Demiplanes like Esoterica do not have such counterparts.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you for this. See you soon.” 
 
    “Not soon enough,” she grunted, then turned her head and leaned against the balcony. “And congratulations, Mr. Elloway.” 
 
    I smirked. Congratulations indeed. 
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   P reparing for a nine-month journey to the Dreamlands parallel to my universe of origin was a very daunting thing to do. Wizards though we were, the notion of gathering and packing so many months’ worth of supplies was hard to wrap our heads around, and just the thought of being in a situation where foraging and hunting were the new normal caused me to have unwelcome flashbacks to our last prolonged mission. 
 
    But there was no choice. It had to be done. Technically, I shouldn’t even be allowed to return to my home plane and my own Earth, because I hadn’t even been at Esoterica long enough to take the examination that would permit me to do so—and yet, it hadn’t come up in my conversation with the Headmistress. It was such a ridiculous notion that I might not be ready to travel freely for all my power that it apparently didn’t even bear mentioning. 
 
    Dahlia and Memento kept Carmilla sedated and under constant rest until the moment came for our departure. At the stepped pentagram site, we found another group of students teleporting to another dimension—it was the very first time I’d ever gone there and had to wait in line. 
 
    I held Carmilla in my arms, and it attracted the curious looks of the other students, but they said nothing as they teleported away. 
 
    I turned to my girls as we stood in the center of the pentagram and studied them carefully. “Are you ready?” I asked. The question felt heavier, more ominous than I’d intended. 
 
    They each nodded. “We’re sure this is the only way?” Memento asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “But it is the only way I know.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” Dahlia replied, stroking Carmilla’s hair as she snoozed in my arms. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Gone were our robes for the moment. Instead, we wore attire that would pass for normal in my version of Earth so that we could blend in long enough for us to bridge ourselves into the Dreamlands. Illusions obscured the more fantastical features of each of my girls, and Melody would register as invisible. Uther, if summoned, would appear to be a white Pomeranian by default. 
 
    In our Bag of Holding, we had packed everything we thought we might need. I regretted not getting my hands on the tome that contained answers about the history of Harem-Magi like myself, but I did snag the book that Uther had found for me about continuing to strengthen my mind against the threat of trauma and other psychic attacks. 
 
    We chained our hands together, and I began the incantation, casting the spell known only as Home, which would bring a sorcerer and any linked individuals back to the last position that they had occupied in their homeworld. 
 
    I knew what that meant—I would be reappearing in the apartment of the kindly old lady I had splattered six months ago the day that Devon brought me to Esoterica. I would be just across the hall from my old apartment. The thought struck me oddly, like I was about to walk all over my own grave. That Liam was dead—literally. I’d killed him and absorbed him. I was just his legacy—a replacement or a permanent substitute. 
 
    Dahlia and Memento grabbed me by the shoulder, and I held Carmilla in my arms as I finished the spell. We faded into the ether like powder scattering against the wind. I closed my eyes. 
 
    When I opened them, I was in that accursed apartment again, though the room was barren and empty, apparently abandoned. Likely after the mess I’d made back then, no one ever wanted to rent it again. That at least made it a bit easier—it would have been far more complicated if I had to worry about shutting up a family of people who just watched me magically appear in their living room with three gorgeous women, one of them unconscious in my arms. 
 
    “We could sleep here,” I suggested. “It seems abandoned.” But there was nowhere to sleep, really. The carpet had been ripped out, and the floors were barren and rough. No furnishings were in sight, so even as I said it, I knew it wouldn’t be the case. We didn’t have time to bring enough sleeping potions for that to work—and Memento was about to shut down the idea entirely. 
 
    “No,” she said flatly. “We have to wait for Carmilla to wake up, and then she needs to fall asleep naturally. Forcing a magical sleep for something like this would be too risky. Too many things could go wrong.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” I said. “We’ll need to get a hotel room. There’s a place not too far from here.” I nodded in the direction of the door. “Come on.” 
 
    I put my ear to the door to the hallway to listen for anything at all. Dahlia, more wisely, put her palm to it and her hand glowed white. 
 
    “No one’s out there,” she said. “The coast is clear. Let’s go.” 
 
    I nodded, and they followed my lead. We took the elevator down, and I found myself staring at the park where I used to go for my walks back when I lived in this building. I felt the old pain throb in my leg—a phantom pain, not real—a memory of my old weakness, nothing more. But I felt it all the same as memories came flooding back. Not my memories, but Liam’s. The real Liam’s. 
 
    Being here was an existential clusterfuck. Had I ever even seen this place? The answer was no. My soul was tied here because I shared a soul with the original Liam, but my body, this version of Liam, had never once set foot in this city, or even this world. Dahlia apparently caught the faraway look in my eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, rubbing my arm. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Just feel like I’m exhuming my own corpse.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Memento said, frowning at me. I could see through the illusion into the burning of her red eyes. 
 
    “Is this about you being a homunculus or whatever?” Melody chimed in. “Who the fuck gives a shit? You literally have the same soul as the original Liam. One hundred percent of it now that you drained him. Stop fucking moping.” 
 
    I chuckled. She had a point. There was no Liam but me, no one else to lay claim to the name, and I had a monopoly on the soul. I guess I could take solace in that. 
 
    We headed down the street, walking for about twenty minutes. I tried hard not to stare as we walked by the edge of my campus. At this point, it seemed as foreign to me as one of the alien obelisks I’d encountered in my travels. I had nothing left to see of it. 
 
    But I, myself, was seen. 
 
    “Liam!?” a high voice rang out, cutting through the city air. A familiar voice. 
 
    Each one of us froze dead in our tracks. I hadn’t even considered the fact that I might be recognized. It seemed so insane a notion that anyone would even remember I existed after six fucking months of being assumed dead. 
 
    “Liam motherfucking Elloway?!” I turned my head, and there she was—the one person who well and truly couldn’t forget me. 
 
    “Hi, Chelsea,” I smiled. She still was as pretty as I remembered her, and she was running toward me in a dead sprint, which made me laugh. 
 
    “Friend of yours?” Memento asked, giggling. “I didn’t realize you were such a stud even before becoming a Harem-Magus.” 
 
    “Liam, holy shit!” she said, panting as she stopped in front of me, basically ignoring the beautiful girls around me, casting them only fleeting glances. She looked almost exactly as I remembered her, her hair in a tight dirty blonde ponytail, wearing an open sweatshirt over a sports bra that flagrantly displayed her tasty six-pack. Her well-sculpted eyebrows raised in alarm to see me. “Why the fuck have I been dreaming about you for the last six months? How are you still alive? Everyone says you died in some weird accident in that old lady’s room across the hall from your old place, but I fucking knew it wasn’t true.” 
 
    She was unloading on me. And it confused me, too. Had she forgotten what happened? She had been there, after all… but then I remembered. Carmilla once explained that Devon would use some memory charm that worked on normies to make her forget. Only it seemed it hadn’t entirely worked. 
 
    “Slow down,” I laughed. “I’m just visiting with my, uh, cousins,” I said, gesturing to the insanely diverse trio around me, Carmilla still unconscious in my arms. Not the most believable of lies. 
 
    “Cousins? Fucking yuck,” Memento muttered, not liking the cover. “Guess we’re cousin-fuckers now.” 
 
    “Umm, is she going to be okay?” Chelsea asked, biting her lip and pointing at my vampiress. 
 
    “Long trip,” I said. “She’ll be fine, but we need to get her to the hotel.” 
 
    “Right, I just finished class. I’ll walk with you,” Chelsea said. “I have so many questions.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” I said, anxiously trying to brush her off. “I don’t really have time. She’s not feeling well, so I need to focus on that.” 
 
    Chelsea looked at me like I was crazy. “You just show up after six months of being declared dead, when I’ve been having dreams and nightmares about you every fucking night this whole time, and you expect me to just let you walk out of my life again? Are you fucking stupid, Liam Elloway?” 
 
    I cringed. Shit, she was going to be hard to shake. 
 
    “Honey, let me handle this,” Dahlia said, stretching her palm. 
 
     ”No,” I said. “She’s apparently been affected enough by magic.” 
 
    “By what?!” Chelsea gasped. “I fucking knew it!” 
 
    I sighed. “Chelsea, you’re coming with us, but please shut up until we get into the hotel room. I’ll explain everything if you promise never to speak of it again. Deal?” 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously like she was considering a hard bargain. “Deal,” she said at last. 
 
    A few minutes later, we were checking in at the hotel. It wasn’t fancy, but it would do the job. I thankfully had enough cash in my old wallet to spot the fee, but after paying the bill upfront, I was well and truly broke. I could have conjured money, I guess, but I hadn’t seen a crisp twenty in a looong time, and that’s pretending I was ever here to begin with. To my surprise, the image of American money from my world didn’t really take a solid, detailed shape in my mind—there were way too many intricate details. Not like any of that mattered. In several hours’ time, we’d be in the Dreamlands. 
 
    I opened the door to our hotel room. It had two beds large enough for two people each, but just barely. The room smelled like fresh laundry, but there were obvious stains on the carpet and cigarette smoke stains in the ceiling paint. This was not a five-star resort, but it would see us off to sleep. 
 
    I set Carmilla down on the bed like she was made of porcelain and put my hand on her stomach, feeling for something. Anything. 
 
    “Dahlia,” I said. “Check on her for me.” 
 
    Dahlia did as she was told, using her divinatory powers to check my baby’s vitals. “The baby is alive, actually doing slightly better, but still suffering.” 
 
    “Is that your baby, Liam?” Chelsea said, her eyes squinting at me. “In your cousin?!” 
 
    I laughed. “She’s not really my cousin.” 
 
    Chelsea shook her head. “Whatever. I don’t even fucking care about that. First thing’s first—what the fuck is Esoterica?” 
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    hat did you just say?” I asked in surprise, exchanging nervously stolen looks with both Memento and Dahlia as I reacted to what Chelsea had mentioned by name. 
 
    “I said ‘what the fuck is Esoterica?’ It’s some kind of place, I gather, right?” she asked again, crossing her arms at me. 
 
    “How is it possible that she knows this?” I asked Dahlia, knowing full well that she might be as much in the dark as I was. 
 
    Sure enough, she shrugged. “If she’s dreaming of you every night, it might be that her soul is connected to yours somehow,” she suggested. “Though I truly have no real clue.” 
 
    I squinted as I looked at Chelsea carefully, casting a spell to see her aura, but I had no idea what I was looking at. Blazing blue, rays of white, a few violet spears of energy radiated from her outline. Comparing it to Dahlia’s, which was mostly a pure white aura with tiny black dots floating about, it was pretty unimposing in the strength it gave off. 
 
    “Someone tell me something,” Chelsea insisted. “Liam, I’ve been dreaming of you for six fucking months! Don’t just leave me again without an explanation. I’d go nuts.” 
 
    I sighed sadly for her. She deserved better. “That’s honestly exactly what I have to do. Memento, can you do a memory charm on her?” 
 
    “A what?!” Chelsea said in shock. “No fucking way, get away from me!” She took a step back. 
 
    Memento shook her head. “She’d need serious magic to be affected long term. Carmilla could do it, as the harem’s dedicated enchantress, but it’s beyond me.” 
 
    I nodded. “Suggestions, then?” I asked, looking at my girls. 
 
    “Tell her,” Dahlia said to my surprise. “Just tell her. Who cares if she blabs? No one in this world will believe her or have the means to find us. And it’s not like we have tons of enemies.” 
 
    “Really just the one,” I shrugged. “Well, two if you count Nyarlathotep, I guess.” 
 
    Chelsea just stared, gaping at us with a look that I couldn’t quite read. It was somewhere on the spectrum between fear and curiosity. I looked into her face. She was pretty. Come to think of it, she was prettier than I remembered her being. 
 
    “Dahlia, is there anything unusual about her aura?” I asked. 
 
    She squinted as she read it one more time. “It’s stronger than a normal mortal, and it reminds me of yours in some ways,” she offered with a shrug. “She’s not fully human anymore, but I can’t make out exactly what she is.” 
 
    Now that was news. “She’s not fully human?!” I asked, aghast. 
 
    “I’m not?” Chelsea repeated. “What the fuck does that mean? Now I’m really not letting you leave. You need to explain things to me, please, Liam. I’m freaking distressed.” 
 
    I bit my lip, deep in thought, as I considered my options. 
 
    “Tell her,” Dahlia insisted once more. “Why the hell not? Look at the poor girl. She deserves to know. Plus, her compatibility signature with you is through the roof.” 
 
    I shook my head. “She’s just a girl,” I said. “She’d die instantly when things got messy.” 
 
    “I have a feeling she might surprise you,” Dahlia said skeptically, appraising Chelsea from head to toe. “She’s been awakened by something. I’ve only heard of it before, but the longer I look at her, the more I think it might be the case.” 
 
    “Awakened?” Chelsea echoed the word. “Like, what does that mean?” 
 
    “It means that you were a mundane human, but something happened to you that forced your soul to, umm, like, blossom, unleashing your full potential. In some worlds, they call this potential your Umbercore, while in Esoterica, we just refer to it generally as our Mana.” 
 
    “Mana? Umbercore?” She looked at me. “Liam, buddy, what’s happening?” 
 
    I half-smiled at her with a sympathetic look. “I don’t know, Chels. Dahlia, what kind of things could cause an awakening?” 
 
    “Exposure to multiple creatures with high levels of Umbercore over a short period of time, but it’s like a one-in-a-million chance of manifesting even under those circumstances.” 
 
    “So she could be a sorceress, too?” I asked. 
 
    But Dahlia shook her head. “No,” she admitted. “Not that. But she could absorb another source of power from another world. The Eldest Profanity—our magic, I mean—is just one among countless systems used throughout the multiverse for Umbercore cultivation. If she is systemless, she might be able to easily pick a system up if it is compatible with her Umbercore.” 
 
    I looked at Memento and could tell from her face that she was just as lost as I was. We traded shrugs and got back to the conversation. “Alright,” I conceded. “You win. Seems like our options are to tell her or kill her—” 
 
    “Or one after the other,” Memento pointed out with a shrill laugh. 
 
    Chelsea shrieked. 
 
    “Relax,” I said, laughing too. “I’m not going to kill you, obviously. I’m not killing a girl I hooked up with.” 
 
    “You hooked up with her?” Dahlia asked, a bit of jealousy obvious in her voice, though it wasn’t like back with Rebecca. “Before us?” 
 
    “Obviously not after you,” I chuckled. “Chelsea was with me the night I came to Esoterica.” 
 
    The coed’s face lit up as she heard the word. “There! Tell me about that!” 
 
    “Esoterica is a sort of academy for sorcerers using alien magic. It exists in a demiplane between the folds of the multiverse, and it trains magic users to fight creatures of the Void and eldritch horrors as well as helping students to cultivate more and more mana and become stronger so we can beat back the Void.” I explained as quickly and clearly as I could. 
 
    “I want to see it,” she said, her eyes wide. 
 
    “You can’t,” Dahlia replied. “Mundane humans are banned. You’d need a system of some kind to even make the trip there with a mage. You probably are only attracted to it because of some connection your aura has to Liam, anyway.” 
 
    She frowned. “How do I get a system?” 
 
    “Whatever happened to grad school?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Oh, fuck you,” she said, crossing her arms at me. “You try giving a damn about grad school when someone walks into your life that’s supposed to be dead and tells you that you aren’t human and there’s a school of magic that teaches you to fight monsters.” 
 
    I had to admit it was a fair point. “Alright,” I said. “Granted, I see where you’re coming from, but it’s still too dangerous for us to take you along. We’re heading to another dimension called the Dreamlands, body and mind, and it’s incredibly risky for us to even go ourselves. Bringing you would be a suicide mission.” 
 
    I looked around, noticing Melody’s silence. “Melody?” I asked aloud. “Mel, where are you?” 
 
    She appeared at my side. “I think she’s somehow able to see me,” she whispered. “So I was hiding.” 
 
    Sure enough, Chelsea’s eyes went huge and dilated in shock as my ghost girl appeared beside me. 
 
    “A ghost!” she shouted in shock. “You have a ghost!” 
 
    Melody whimpered through pouty lips. “I feel so judged.” 
 
    This was a lot to take in for everyone involved. Ultimately, I managed to calm myself and everyone else down, and we all sat in a circle across the two beds. I checked Carmilla’s vitals with help from Dahlia and laid her head on my lap, stroking her hair and putting my hand on her stomach. 
 
    “What’s up with her?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “She’s pregnant, like I mentioned,” I said, smiling weakly. “But it’s a… tough pregnancy.” 
 
    Chelsea gasped softly. “Right, you mentioned that. And it’s really yours?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well, congratulations, anyway. That’s really cool,” she smiled at me. That smile brought back memories of the best days of my life in the few months that preceded my time in Esoterica. I probably would have killed myself if it weren’t for her, or at least sunken into a far greater depression than I had already been in. I sighed, ready to start bargaining. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll take you with us, but you need to agree to our conditions.” 
 
    Her eyes glistened with hope as she listened, nodding her head. 
 
    “You need to understand that you may never come back here and see your family again, and that’s non-negotiable.” I thought I might have lost her at that right out the gate, but she just nodded, saying nothing else. 
 
    I decided to continue. “You’re hundreds of times weaker than us, so you stay back and stay out of any conflicts we get into. If you put yourself in harm’s way, I won’t guarantee risking my girls to help you.” 
 
    “Harsh but fair,” she said. “I agree.” 
 
    “Finally, your issues aren’t a concern for me right now. We’re going to the Dreamlands for Carmilla, not you. You’re just going to have to sit tight until the baby is born, and we can take it back to Esoterica. If you’re lucky, maybe you’ll find some source of power while we’re there. If not, it is what it is. We’ll drop you back off here on our way to Esoterica.” 
 
    Memento was looking at me in surprise. “Wow, we’re really picking up another stray?” she asked. 
 
    I beamed at her with a smug look. “At one point, you were the stray we picked up.” 
 
    “I think you even joked about us adopting you the first time we met you,” Dahlia teased, tapping her chin thoughtfully. 
 
    Memento blushed. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m fine with it. I agree with Liam’s terms. They’re fair.” 
 
    I nodded, looking everyone over but feeling my stomach tighten at the implications brought by the new addition to our party. “Alright then. If everyone else is on board, then the only question is if Chelsea agrees.” I looked at the sporty coed and watched her as she pondered the question. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I’ve never been close to my mom, and my dad left me when I was a kid. I don’t have the ties you probably think I have,” she explained. “So this is an obvious yes for me. I don’t want two more years of grad school. I’d rather die on some adventure—with you.” 
 
    I grinned. “Welcome aboard, then, I guess,” I offered. It was the warmest welcome I could muster, and the other girls echoed the sentiment, Melody included, but soon it got quiet and uncomfortable. 
 
    After enough time had passed, though, Chelsea and I fell into old habits again, joking around and talking about our mutual friends. It was oddly comforting to get caught up on things here back in my homeworld. It somehow felt so unreal. 
 
    We watched hotel TV and ate cheap delivery pizza for the whole day until finally I felt myself getting drowsy. It was time. I shuffled my hand into my pocket and pulled out the ornately crafted silver key. 
 
    “This is it,” I said, everyone staring at it. “We form a chain and hold hands—I’ll conjure some bindings so we don’t accidentally slip out of them—and then we just wait for sleep to come. When we’re all asleep, our bodies will vanish and take us into the Dreamlands, where we’ll be free to explore and try our best to survive until the baby is born. Once we get there, Carmilla should be able to wake up safely.” 
 
    Everyone consumed every word, following all the instructions I gave to the letter. Tight leather bindings appeared, fixing us together at the wrists right after we ended up pushing the two beds together to accommodate our large group. Melody didn’t need to be bound—she was already magically bound to me, and I was sure that wherever I went, she would follow automatically, just like Uther. 
 
    We stared at the ceiling, hearing the droning of a voice on the TV as we lay in the darkness, waiting for sleep to come. After weighing what we knew and factoring in that Carmilla couldn’t sleep naturally as a vampire at all, we realized we had to take the risk of letting her enter the Dreamlands through a magically-induced slumber. It was far from ideal, but it was all we had. 
 
    For the rest of us, sleep waited for the right moment to come, but when it arrived, it hit me like a brick. When I awoke, everything was different. 
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   I n all my travels across the multiverse, I’d never known colors as vivid as those I found in the Dreamlands. The blues of the sky were so stark and vivacious that it almost stung my eyes to look at them. The emerald sheen of the grass put even the colors of Esoterica’s alien foliage to shame.  
 
    That being said, none of it seemed overly unfamiliar or even alien here. To be honest, it felt a lot like home on Earth, only a version of the home I never dared imagine. 
 
    “What the hell is this place, Liam?” Chelsea said. She was looking around at all of it in wonder, bending neck and body to investigate every oversized flower, every weird tree, and watching her view these sights for the first time was more than a little bit vicariously satisfying. I’d never had the pleasure of introducing anyone to traveling throughout the multiverse before. It was a strange thrill, seeing her react the way that I knew I must have the first time that I went on a mission with Carmilla, or when I was brought to Esoterica by Devon. 
 
    “Welcome to the Dreamlands, Chelsea,” I chuckled. “Stay close now.” 
 
    She nodded vigorously, moving so close to me that her elbow brushed mine. I felt Dahlia's possessive gaze watching over us, scrutinizing every point of contact we made. Clocking it, I looked at her. “We’re not going to have another Rebecca or Melody incident on our hands, are we?” 
 
    “A what?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Oh, she killed me,” Melody said. “That’s why I’m a ghost. Boo!” 
 
    Chelsea jumped back and gave Dahlia a terrified look, but the starchild girl just smiled back at her. “No, nothing like that,” she said with a sigh. “I’m just a little anxious to be dividing up your affections even further. But there’s no denying she’s got the right energy for you.” 
 
    “For you to what?” Chelsea asked. “What is she talking about?” 
 
    “It’s honestly better if you don't know,” I groaned. My face was in danger of spilling the beans on its own from how red I felt my cheeks getting.  
 
    I heard a chittering sound coming from the bushes nearby and instinctively lifted my wand in defense, but the gesture was sluggish on account of me carrying Carmilla. The shrubbery, disturbed by whatever was inside them, shook menacingly before a few dozen strange critters spilled out from them on all sides of us, eyeing us mysteriously with yellow, bug-eyed faces. They were a lot like oversized rats except for the eyes and the tentacle-bearded mouth. 
 
    The creatures’ heads tilted back and forth rapidly, studying us. “New blood,” said one of them, the oldest, rattiest of them. “New blood comes to the Dreamlands. The Zoogs bid welcome.” 
 
    I lowered my wand slowly. “Zoogs?” I asked. “Is that what you are?” 
 
    “We are the Zoogs. This is our home. Welcome. Now, you must leave,” he said again. 
 
    I wasn’t about to make any assumptions or try to make enemies within five minutes of arriving. I nodded and looked at my harem for their thoughts and saw them all ready to defer to me. Memento was still in a defensive position, but Dahlia had dropped her guard. If she had done so, seeing their auras, then I knew it was likely safe. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “But can you tell us where we can find a good place to rest? A safe cave near a stream, where there is plenty of food to eat?” 
 
    The Zoogs laughed in unison, a high, grating sound, until the leader spoke again. “No easy safety in the wilds of the Dreamlands. Only hard-won safety. Now go.” 
 
    I sighed and nodded, walking through the path they made for us as the throng of them parted like the Red Sea unto Moses. I carried Carmilla’s sleeping body with me as the rest of the girls followed behind. I could hear Chelsea in the back, murmuring something worriedly as she looked at the hideous faces of our greeting party. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?!” she asked as we got a safe distance away from them. 
 
    I could only shrug. “They’re far from the strangest creatures I’ve encountered,” I said, “but I must admit I know very little about the Dreamlands. We’ll all be learning together.” I smiled over my shoulder at her, hoping it’d cheer her up and give her courage, but it seemed to have the opposite effect as she started shivering in fear. 
 
    Memento gave me a worried look, too—a look that said, ‘She’s a liability.’ I shot one back—a look that said, ‘Be patient with her.’ 
 
    We walked through brambled woods and witnessed all manner of unnatural creatures, though most were happy to leave us be. None of them were creatures of the Void, so that was a comfort in itself.  
 
    Eventually, the path opened before us, and we came out almost over the edge of a cliff, looking down at a luxuriously colorful and gorgeous valley where titans walked and beasts roamed. Strange, mutant-like versions of Earth’s creatures were everywhere to be seen, and though they should obviously be at one another’s throats, they seemed to tread freely among one another in the basin below. It reminded me of those images of African watering holes where lions and giraffes somehow sipped water side-by-side like they had some unspoken truce. 
 
    But on a ledge much closer, a short but steep slide down from where we were, there was something else going on. A very different scene played out as we watched as a brown-haired kitten with striking hazel eyes hissed at a Zoog that was closing in on it. 
 
    “What’s it doing?!” Chelsea asked in surprise. 
 
    “I think it’s going to eat the kitten,” Memento said. “That’s sad. I don’t want to watch.” 
 
    “Can’t we help it?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    I looked at her and smiled, unable to stop myself from saying, “Why, though?” 
 
    With that, to my shock, she was off, sliding on her hands and toned butt down the rocky face of the cliff onto the platform. Just as the Zoog leapt forward to pounce on the kitten, Chelsea punted it like a star kicker in the NFL, sending it flying off the cliff into the air and landing in a vile, bloody puddle that caked the ground one hundred feet below us. 
 
    “Welp,” I said, my fists clenching around the new bit of reality that had just occurred. “So much for friendly relations with the Zoogs.” 
 
    But the cat, at least, was very grateful. The little cocoa-brown kitten snuggled up against Chelsea’s legs, and she picked it up. I could hear her squealing at its adorableness from where I stood, and I couldn’t hold back a grin. 
 
    I floated down to fetch Chelsea. She looked at me in astonishment with the kitten mushed up against her face. “You can fly?” she asked. 
 
    “I can do a lot of things,” I laughed. 
 
    “Are you like Superman?” 
 
    I was about to say no, but then I thought about it. “I’m better than Superman,” I winked. “I’m going to pick you up, okay?” 
 
    She nodded, nibbling on her lower lip. “Can we take the kitty?” 
 
    “I really don’t care, but don’t go blaming me if something happens to it,” I said, and I swept her off her feet and into my arms. She let out a harsh gasp as she threw one arm over my shoulder while the other supported the kitten against her breast. 
 
    We flew back up to the top, and I set her down. I looked over at Dahlia, who was glaring at me with a most unamused look. I laughed it off. “Using magic is easier here,” I noted. “Easier but also more expensive. I feel more drained than I should, so keep that in mind.” 
 
    Dahlia nodded. “We’ll experiment cautiously once we find a place to rest.” 
 
    Memento agreed. 
 
    We took the long way down the side of the cliff, finding a winding and unnatural trail that must have been created by some sentient creature or another, leading us into the valley below. But we didn’t have to go far before we found just what we were looking for. 
 
    At the base of the cliff near the trail that we’d come from, we found a wide-mouthed cavern, with a small blue brook flowing out from inside of it. 
 
    “A source of water,” I noted. “And a shelter.” 
 
    “But we don’t know what’s inside there,” Memento pointed out, staring into the bowels of the cave. “Given how populated this area seems to be, there must be something.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll be friendly neighbors,” I chuckled. As if in reply, dozens of pairs of eyes suddenly lit the cavern as we looked into it. All of us froze—not in fear, but in surprise. The glowing eyes blinked, winked, and stared at us ominously for a moment until Chelsea recognized something about them. 
 
    “Oh! Those are kitty cat eyes!” she said happily. She placed the brown kitten she’d rescued on the ground, and it walked straight into the cavern, its tail pointing straight up as it walked away. The kitten stole one final look back at Chelsea before walking into the mouth of the cave, and then we heard a sound like an eerie cacophony of shrill whispers in an alien tongue. 
 
    We all exchanged confused looks. Were they cats or not? I took a step forward and imbued my sight with eldritch enhancements that allowed me to see more clearly into the cave. Sure enough, perhaps two dozen such cats of many different colors, breeds, and patterns all congregated, nuzzling the kitten that had returned and gazing back at us as they appeared to speak to one another. 
 
    “The cats are talking,” I whispered cautiously. “I don’t think they’re upset with us, but—” 
 
    “—You lost me at ‘the cats are talking,’” Chelsea said. 
 
    Melody frowned. “This is not even the weirdest shit I’ve seen this week, bud, so buckle up.” 
 
    After a moment, the cats emerged from the cave, walking slowly in our direction—and then they stopped, staring at Chelsea but saying nothing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    “I think we’d better just let them have the cave,” I shrugged. “I don’t want to hurt a bunch of kittens, mostly because I know you’d never forgive me.” 
 
    I nodded cautiously at the herd of cats and pivoted to face out toward the valley. Carmilla stirred a bit in my arms, and I almost instantly forgot everything about the feline mob when I felt that sensation. 
 
    We walked for almost half of the day looking for a suitable place to set up a home base but discovered nothing of the sort. The population density of alien creatures was imposing here, and no matter where we went, it seemed we were in some other predator’s territory, be it a pack of ghouls, a herd of man-faced tigers with tentacles on their backs, or creatures resembling what my mind conjured up when I thought of gargoyles.  
 
    Without knowing too much about this world, I didn’t want to stir up shit and start a war or risk committing genocide against some poor, helpless group of creatures. Worse still, some of them might be more powerful than I was imagining and far more adapted to the way magic worked in this place. Yes, I was ninety percent sure I could take just about any threat the Dreamlands was going to offer me—but ninety wasn’t one hundred, and I had a pregnant woman in my arms and a powerless human at my side. 
 
    As the day turned to dusk, we had to settle for a fairly barren location and conjure up a fireplace that left Memento feeling a bit winded. “You weren’t joking,” she noted. “Magic is taxing here.” 
 
    We warmed ourselves by the fire and sat in silence for a while. Just as we were starting to get comfortable, I felt Carmilla’s eyelashes fluttering against my pecs. My heart throbbed hard in my chest as I looked down and saw her black and red eyes looking up at me. 
 
    “Did we make it?” she asked, arching her back to yawn. 
 
    I nodded. “We did,” I said. “We’re in the Dreamlands.” 
 
    She nodded sleepily, but then she sat up with a jolt as if she’d just remembered something critical. She patted her belly frantically and looked at Dahlia with concern. “The baby! Is it okay?” 
 
    Dahlia scooted herself over and placed a glowing palm on Carmilla’s stomach. Her eyes tensed for a moment, but then a wave of relief crashed over her face, and she exhaled a hot, happy breath. 
 
    “The baby is absolutely fine,” Dahlia said, grinning. “Congratulations.” 
 
    I planted a warm kiss right on Carmilla’s lips and let her lean against my arm. “It still doesn’t make any sense, though,” I noted. “We were in such a hurry to give the baby the chance to survive that we never had much time to question why it’s even allowed to exist in the first place.” 
 
    Chelsea spoke up, looking at me with a bewildered expression. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” Carmilla asked, pointing at the sporty college girl who looked like she had just wandered into the Dreamlands from track practice. 
 
    I laughed. Dahlia answered first. “A friend of Liam’s… we’ll catch you up soon, I promise,” she giggled. 
 
    I looked into Carmilla’s eyes as I answered Chelsea’s question. “Carmilla is a vampire. She’s undead, so technically, she shouldn’t be able to have a baby. And yet, here we are,” I said, gesturing to the weird landscape around us. 
 
    “Undead?!” Chelsea said, looking almost fearfully at Carmilla. “But she’s so pretty!” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” Carmilla giggled, batting her hand shyly at her. 
 
    “And why was the baby unhealthy in the first place?” Memento asked, refocusing the conversation. “I mean, I have theories—it was supposed to be impossible to begin with, so it makes sense there’d be some difficulties, but still. If there’s a kind of miracle allowing her to give birth at all, why couldn’t that same miracle just let her give birth to a healthy baby?” 
 
    Dahlia looked deep in thought. No one spoke for a moment until she finally said, “Maybe it has to do with Liam.” 
 
    “In what way?” I asked, taking the bait. 
 
    “Maybe because you’re such a powerful necromancer with an affinity for the dead, and because you’ve augmented us so many times with your own Mana… perhaps her fertility is also a side effect of that. Vampires are the undead, after all. Carmilla’s species is right in your domain.” 
 
    Memento chimed in. “More likely, it has to do with his Harem-Magus status,” she said. “Breeding harem girls has to be a huge part of being a Harem-Magus, right? What if the power overwrote us on a physiological level to make sure that that was always possible—but since Carmilla was a vampire, it just couldn’t quite take it far enough?” 
 
    I nodded. “That sounds like a possibility. Probably a combination of all of those things.” 
 
    We fell silent. All except Chelsea, who offered her own tidbit. “I have no idea what the fuck any of you freaks just said. And why do her eyes have stars in them? And hers are red. And holy shit, I’m just noticing she has horns!” I smirked as the last of the illusions finally faded and she could see us all for what we were. “And damn, Liam, you look fucked up,” she gawked, pointing at a huge scar on my neck and my white hair and eyes. “But mega hot!” 
 
    With that, though, there came a rustling from the brush behind us. Our ears perked up in unison, and we looked toward the source of the sound and saw a grizzled old man dressed in fine but worn robes. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” the man said, bowing politely and grinning through a white beard and a high but sophisticated-sounding voice. “I don’t suppose you’d like a bit of company from an experienced traveler in these parts tonight, would you?” 
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   T he old man sat down amongst us with only the slightest of nods from me, but he did it free of anything resembling caution or worry. He was tough to read, but I wondered if Dahlia was having an easier time at it. I turned to look at her pretty face and found it squinting like she was trying to see past the sun. 
 
    “First of all, I am certain just from the clean look of you lot that you’re new here, so welcome to the Dreamlands, I suppose,” he chuckled. “As I was saying, my name’s Atal, and I’ve been here for a very long time.” 
 
    “How long is very long?” Chelsea asked, leaning in and looking at the scruffy old geezer with brimming curiosity. 
 
    “Coming on four hundred years, I suppose,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Four hundred years?” I repeated. “That’s indeed a very long time, Mr…” 
 
    “Atal,” he said. “Just call me Atal, boy. And I’m quite lucky to find you, actually, because there’s a bit of an issue I’m facing that I’d like your help with.” 
 
    I stole a glance at Carmilla, who was still looking a bit weak and tired from just having woken up. “Sorry,” I said. “If it’s just a personal favor, we have our own problems to worry about at the moment. Two of us are fairly vulnerable right now, and I don’t want to go on any wild quests and leave them exposed where I can’t be there to protect them.” 
 
    “Three of us,” Carmilla said, patting her stomach. 
 
    Atal nodded, stroking his wizened beard with a jovial grin. “That’s wonderful,” he said. “Not a lot of babies born out in the Dreamlands. That’s truly wonderful. And I entirely understand.” 
 
    “Thank you for not pressing,” I nodded. “You’re welcome to stay and rest for a while as long as you’re not planning to make trouble.” 
 
    “I most certainly am not,” he said. “But I’d appreciate it if you’d hear me out all the same.” 
 
    I exchanged looks with Dahlia, who shrugged, agreeing, more or less. “Alright,” I said. “Hit me with it.” 
 
    “A Dreameater moved into the lands to the east, the place where I used to call home. I could use some help in repelling it. With a few of us, we might be able to manage,” he said. “In return, I’d be happy to answer any questions you may have about these lands.” 
 
    “I see,” I nodded. “A favor for information.” I looked over at Melody who was floating around freely, apparently unnoticed by the bearded old man. “It’s actually an attractive offer if you really do know as much as you seem to imply you do.” 
 
    “I know just about everything there is to know about these lands,” he said, nodding. “I can answer any questions you might have, on whatever topic.” 
 
    “Tell me about the cats,” Chelsea uttered, interrupting everyone else. She blushed to realize that suddenly all eyes were on her. “We ran into a bunch of weird cats, and I think they spoke to each other.” 
 
    He smiled warmly at her. “The Cats of Ulthar. An ancient breed of eldritch feline that hailed from the town of Ulthar. I was there, three hundred years ago, when it became a crime punishable by death to harm one of them. They are powerful, mysterious creatures and rumor has it they can hop between worlds at will. Do not agitate them. They are a bitter enemy to make.” 
 
    Melody chuckled. “I think we can handle a few kittens.” 
 
    Atal looked directly at her, surprising us all—I figured she might be hidden to him, but apparently not. “Do not underestimate anything in these lands—and until you are acclimated, do not overestimate yourself.” 
 
    “Tell me about the Dreameater you are talking about. What do you know about it?” I asked. 
 
    “The Dreameater is a blasphemous titan that feeds not on flesh, but on the dreams of people back on Waking Earth. When those dreams digest, they churn out nightmare creatures that are then turned loose upon the Dreamlands. It would be much better not to have a creature like that in the lands I claim as home.” 
 
    I laughed. “That sounds like an understatement. I’ll help if it’s not far, but the girls stay here.” I turned to them. “Protect each other. Protect my baby. And Chelsea,” I nodded at the fit coed. 
 
    “You got it, baby,” Dahlia winked. “But wait—I have one question.” 
 
    Atal looked at Dahlia and again smiled with kindness and patience. “Ask it, then.” 
 
    “I can read auras. Why is everyone’s aura in the Dreamlands so bright and blinding?” 
 
    “That’s a powerful ability,” he said. “Are you a starchild, by chance?” 
 
    “I was,” she nodded. “Not sure what I am anymore.” I don’t know, why but it kind of hurt me to hear her say that. 
 
    “Well then, all I can say, at least until your friend helps me with my issue, is that auras have a very different nature here.” 
 
    “Different how?” I asked, curious myself. 
 
    “That’s for me to know, and you to earn the answer to,” he laughed, tapping his forehead. 
 
    I groaned but stood up. “Shall we, then?” 
 
    “Heavens!” he laughed. “Mighty eager, aren’t you?” 
 
    I cracked my knuckles and my neck. “I don’t want to leave these girls and my kid unattended for even one minute longer than I have to, and certainly not after it gets dark. So I’d prefer it if we left right away and got this over with.” 
 
    “Very well, young necromancer,” he said. 
 
    I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “What did you call me?” 
 
    “I called you what you are. You’re a necromancer. And these women are sorceresses from Esoterica. I used to know your Headmistress, you know, back when her name was Asenath Waite.” 
 
    Carmilla blinked exaggeratedly. “That was a long time ago.” 
 
    “What was she like back then?” Melody asked. 
 
    He grinned with a face full of teeth. “A bitch, through and through.” We all laughed at that. 
 
    “Nothing ever changes,” I smirked. 
 
    Together, Atal and I headed off, leaving the conjured campfire and my gorgeous girls behind, including Melody, knowing she could catch up with me almost instantaneously due to her bond with me.  
 
    It still stabbed at me to walk away from them—especially Carmilla—as things were, but information was a vital resource, and although we could probably use magic to take it from this guy with relatively little effort, it didn’t really occur to me to take the evil way out every single time. I’d gotten darker as time went on, but the core of who I was never really changed all that much. 
 
    The moon hung so largely in the sky that I could actually make out minuscule signs of civilization on it. We hiked through mountain passages into thick ravines for long enough that I began to question Atal. 
 
    “How long is this going to take, exactly?” I asked, growing more and more impatient as time waged on. 
 
    He kept looking forward, but I heard the smile in his voice. “Not long now,” he said. “Look, there it is.” 
 
    A glimmering castle city stood atop an emerald hill. A pack of horse-like beasts roamed the plains out in front of us, and there were no trees for perhaps a mile around the city—literally around it. The forest and mountains formed a natural border with the city’s territory that framed it in a perfect circle extending radially from the city’s center. Beyond that one-mile point, mountains and forests appeared suddenly. 
 
    “What is that place?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s my home,” he answered me quietly, his voice suddenly weary. “It has been for nearly a century.” 
 
    “Does it have a name?” I asked, looking at him. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” he said. “Home.” 
 
    We entered the city in no time but found it empty. It had the look of a place that was occupied scant moments before, but now it was totally devoid of people. “How long has it been vacated?” I asked. “It looks almost brand new, but no one’s here.” 
 
    “It was made of my dreams,” he said frankly. “It’s the power of those who have dwelt here long enough to create reality from their own dreams—and nightmares.” 
 
    Whoa. Now that was power. “So you live here alone?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve had plenty of visitors,” he laughed. “Some human, some categorically something beyond that, but yes. I will confess that much of my time these days is spent in solitude.” 
 
    “Does it get lonely?” I wondered aloud but immediately regretted the question as I saw the answer on his face. 
 
    “It does,” he nodded. “But I am needed here. Someone has to keep watch on the Outer Gods’ presence in the Dreamlands.” He didn’t offer anything else when pressed. 
 
    That sounded decidedly ominous, and I was definitely going to reopen that issue later. Given my own experience with Nyarlathotep and the fact that I knew he was destined to destroy the universe sooner or later, I was eager to receive any news I could about him, his plans, or, hell, even his whereabouts. 
 
    I suddenly wondered how Randy was doing. Was he still even Randy? 
 
    As I was lost in thought, a series of black, purple, and wispy green vapors seeped out of all the angles on the buildings and oozed from their shadows, coalescing into a shape like a great big spider—kind of like a starfish, actually, with the mouth at its center, but with spiderlike legs that loomed over me more than twenty feet in the air. 
 
    “Now!” Atal said, and he pulled a dagger out of his pocket—small and ornamental, with elegant runes inscribed into the blade. It was a focus. 
 
    He uttered the ancient language, and a red bolt shot out from the dagger and collided with the Dreameater, shaking it, but not doing any obvious damage. 
 
    I reached out with my own wand, uttering my own series of blasphemous words, and the Dreameater popped like a gore-filled balloon, caking the streets and the walls with brackish ichor. I suddenly felt dizzy, crumbling to my knees, but the old man was quick to rush to my side and help me back to my feet. 
 
    “What power!” he announced in a bellow by my side. “How did you come upon this level of magic?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I sniggered, queasy and reeling from the Dreamland’s intoxicating and draining effects on my use of magic. “Now, if that’s all, I’d like to go—” 
 
    Everything went black. 
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   E verything was darkness for the longest time—even my mind was a Void-like haze as my body reeled from my assault upon the Dreameater and the consequences it had upon my physical body. For an instant, I thought I might be dead, but mercifully, that was not the case, as I could feel the wrinkled and work-hardened hands of Atal gripping my shoulders and attempting to shake me awake. 
 
    Eventually, my eyes opened, and the blackness was replaced by redness, then blinding whiteness as my eyes adjusted to the arresting brilliance of the Dreamlands again. I looked around in a dizzy haze, my eyes flitting wildly to drink in my surroundings, finding myself outside the old man’s so-called city. 
 
    “You’re finally awake,” he grunted. “Good. I was afraid of what your friends might do to me if I brought you back unconscious,” he laughed, but there was worry in his voice even still. 
 
    “What happened to me?” I asked him. My eyes were still blurry, my ears ringing with the chime of an unceasing bell that only I could hear. My muscles were like jelly melting under a hot, desert sun. I was a fraction of myself. 
 
    “You haven’t acclimated to the Dreamlands yet,” he answered me, his voice clearly certain. “You use the Profanity, the magic of Esoterica.” 
 
    “You know its original name?” I asked in awe. It was the first time I’d heard another human call it by that title. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “There are those of us who know these secrets still. Your headmistress is one of them. Randolph Carter is another.” 
 
    I winced at the name, and he clocked it, without a doubt. 
 
    “Do you know Carter?” he asked me, his eyes narrowing as he studied me. 
 
    “I know his grandson.” 
 
    He nodded. “Of course. He was set to study at Esoterica last I’d heard, much to his grandfather’s chagrin.” 
 
    “Is Carter still alive?” I asked. 
 
    “It’d be a powerful force indeed that could kill him,” the man said, his tone unwaveringly heavy and severe. “He’s been around over a century and still looks like he’s in his thirties, at least he did the last time I checked.” 
 
    “Where is he?” I asked, sitting up straight and rubbing my eyes. The colors were still too much. It hurt. 
 
    “That I do not know,” the man sighed. “And what news do you bring of his grandson?” 
 
    I swallowed a lump in my throat, which was painfully dry. “His body has been claimed by Nyarlathotep’s avatar, and he’s dubbed Randy ‘Herald of the End’ or something like that.” 
 
    Atal nodded. “I see.” 
 
    “Is that not surprising?” I asked. “It’s the end of the universe, right? Seemed like a big deal to us.” 
 
    “All things end eventually—they must, for new things to begin. If the universe must end, I can take comfort knowing that the seeds of creation are being sown elsewhere.” And then he looked up at me. “Besides, I can always hop to the next universe over,” he snickered. 
 
    “I got the impression that quite a few universes were going to be affected by this. Maybe all of them.” 
 
    “There are countless realities out there. It would take even the Outer Gods many, many years to destroy them all, young man,” he said. And then he chuckled. “I just realized I never got your name.” 
 
    I reached out my hand and shook his. “Liam,” I said. “Liam Elloway.” 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you. I promised you answers to questions, but I must confess, I have many questions for you, too,” he chortled as he stroked his white beard. 
 
    Strange birds and beasts flew in the sky overhead, and the alabaster walls of the city reflected the moon brightly back on us. 
 
    “Can we walk and talk?” I asked. “I’d prefer to get back to my girls as soon as I possibly can.” 
 
    “It will be dark soon,” Atal agreed, nodding. “It would be wise.” 
 
    We set ourselves to walking back and continued our conversation as the woods started to pass us by. “Why do I feel so weak?” I asked. That seemed the most pressing question at the moment. 
 
    “The Eldest Profanity was invented before the Dreamlands were created. As such, it is not compatible with the mystical energies here. There are other sorts of magic beyond belief, but what you wield is unstable, and since you’re new here, it’s dangerous to you. It will take you many years to acclimate to the point where using the Profanity more than a few times a day for small tasks makes much sense at all.” 
 
    That fucking sucked. “I’m… so dependent on my magic,” I admitted out loud. “That’s going to be quite rough for me. For all of us.” 
 
    The man nodded. “I can see why you lean on it. I’ve never seen such power. How did you come about it?” 
 
    I sighed a heavy sigh as memories flashed in my head. “It’s a long story,” I said. 
 
    “I believe that I know longer ones,” he laughed. “Try me.” 
 
    I did my best to explain the broad strokes of the tale without divulging too many of the more personal details. The fact that I was a Harem-Magus came up, and Atal was quickly able to connect the proverbial dots about the relationship I had with the women traveling with me. 
 
    “Fascinating yarn you’ve spun for me,” he said, stroking his majestic beard. “I’ve never known one quite like it.” 
 
    “Now, answer some of my questions, would you?” I suggested, trying to bring us back on track. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Atal beamed. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “We need to survive here for nine months,” I said. “Give or take, anyway.” 
 
    “Is it about the baby?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I see. You need shelter for nine months, then. I would welcome you to my city. I’ve got plenty of rooms available, in case you hadn’t noticed—but I won’t be sticking around all that long myself.” 
 
    “Thank you for the offer,” I said. “Is it the safest option we have?” 
 
    He thought about that for a moment, stroking his long white beard. Trees practically blew past us as we maintained a brisk pace on our hike back to the campground. We were moving unnaturally quickly, I realized. 
 
    “There may be safer places—but only safe for their desolation. You would not have the access to huntable game, water, and plumbing that my city could provide you.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s good to know, then. I think we’ll probably have to take you up on it. What’s your city’s name again?” 
 
    Atal laughed at me. “Does it really matter? A city for one man doesn’t need a name—it needs company.” 
 
    I shared the laugh with him. “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “It feels like we’re moving very, very fast,” I noted suddenly, referring to the speed of our travel. It was still true. 
 
    “Sometimes time behaves in strange ways in the Dreamlands. It can blow by quickly, and then slow to a halt—just like a real dream.” 
 
    “Are there any places we should avoid in particular?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Atal grunted. “Many. But chiefly avoid the Plateau of Leng, and do not go further north. You will end up in Kadath, where the gods of Earth dwell—the Great Ones.” 
 
    “I assume they don’t like human visitors,” I noted. 
 
    “Astute guess,” he laughed. “You would be correct. I know of only one man that went to Kadath and lived to tell the tale, and we’ve already spoken his name.” 
 
    “Randolph Carter,” I nodded. 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “I heard his son, Randy’s father, went missing,” I said, looking at the old man. “Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    His face went solemn, his eyes cold. He looked away and then looked back at me and said, “I’m afraid I don’t. Only that it’s true.” 
 
    Strange baying howls echoed through the night, and I recognized the trail now. We were close to the camp, and it made me anxious to hear those sounds not far from my girls. After another twenty minutes passed that might have really been an hour, we were back. 
 
    Thankfully, the girls were all just as we left them, sitting in the same places, but only Dahlia was awake, stroking Carmilla’s hair as the vampire girl lay on her lap. Memento was scrunched up beside them, too, looking cold and uncomfortable. I needed to get them out of here. 
 
    But my eyes landed quickly on what Dahlia was staring at as she tousled Carmilla’s raven-black locks. She was staring at Chelsea, who lay on the ground on the opposite side of the fire—surrounded by a dozen cats that rubbed themselves against her again and again, mewing softly as they did. 
 
    I felt my eyes go wide in concern, but Dahlia looked entirely unperturbed, so I stilled my hand and kept it off my wand, not wanting to risk any escalation. Atal, too, looked perplexed, but not nearly so much as I did, I was sure. 
 
    “Looks like the girl has made some new friends,” he said, his voice a hush. 
 
    I watched wordlessly as the cats continued to attend to her as she slept. I didn’t dare to take a single step closer until they’d dispersed, though I wasn’t sure when that would be. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Dahlia’s voice said, though, cutting through my fears like a samurai sword through freshly baked bread. “This is not a bad thing.” 
 
    I just nodded and waited, my fists tight against my thighs as I fought the urge to move. 
 
    Soon the sounds of purring and meowing were overwhelming, and I swore that there were suddenly even more cats there than there had been a moment before. I looked up at the sky, the moon shining down directly upon us, and I found myself wondering if that had any strange significance to the act I was seeing unfold before me. 
 
    As if knowing exactly what I was thinking when he saw me glance up at the oversized moon, Atal whispered, “The moon is always out in the Dreamlands. If it has magical properties connected to the Cats of Ulthar, it would be hard to prove.” 
 
    After an eternity of cat sounds, the mewing and purring stopped, and the cats all darted off in random directions as though they were scattering at the sound of a predator. 
 
    I looked at Dahlia, and she looked at me. “What just happened?” I asked. 
 
    “I think she’s been blessed,” Dahlia said, still stroking Carmilla’s hair as the vampiress snored gently. Normally Carmilla couldn’t even sleep as a vampire—so that was yet another strange effect either pregnancy or the Dreamlands had on her. “I can see a tiny change in her aura already, and it’s spreading.” 
 
    “A change?” I repeated the words, approaching Chelsea and grabbing her shoulder. “Should I wake her?” I asked. 
 
    Dahlia shook her head, and Atal seemed to agree. 
 
    “Let the poor girl rest. She’s fine. I suppose your friend probably befriended one of the cats, and they came to give a gift to her.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of such a thing?” I asked. “I mean the Cats of Ulthar giving gifts.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. But they’re different every time. I’ve been blessed by them more than once—it’s one of the reasons I’m so long-lived, I think,” he shrugged. “Also, the Dreamlands itself has a strange effect on mortality. It’s harder to die here of natural causes, but I still feel spry even when I venture to the so-called ‘real’ Earth.” 
 
    “I’ve spent so little time on Earth recently that this feels about as real as anything else to me,” I laughed. “I’ve seen countless alien worlds, all with their own flora and fauna, their own atmospheres, their own gravity. This place is nothing special.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” Atal said. “The Dreamlands are special indeed. The Dreamlands hold the answer to every question, and the potential for every dream to become real. You just need to learn its secrets.” 
 
    I looked up at him, fighting the urge to wake Chelsea and check on her. I could feel warmth emanating from her in waves of radiating heat, and I thought I could hear her purring in her sleep, but just barely. “Then teach me,” I said. “Teach me everything.” 
 
    “I will teach you what little I can with the time you have here,” he smiled back. “Where should we begin?” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 3-18 
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   A tal did not make my education his priority, but he did find time in his mysterious schedule to offer many little lessons explaining the nature of the Dreamlands and its creatures. 
 
    “The Dreamlands, first of all, is as real as the so-called Waking Earth. Despite its name, it is not the place where your dreams are conducted—it is an entirely separate mirror to reality.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of the Dreamlands?” I asked as I sat on the sofa, one leg crossed over the other. Taking him up on his offer to bring us into his city was indeed the right move. 
 
    Gone was the need to take shelter in caves or in open plains where Dream Fauna—his name for them, not mine—might roam and disturb our rest or even threaten us. Gone was the desperation of an ongoing quest for survival. Instead, we were safe, warm, and secure in comfortable cottages in a quaint empty city with alabaster white structures and minarets atop its tallest buildings. Buttresses supported the walls of a great castle on a hill only a few hundred paces from where we chose our domicile. 
 
    “The purpose of the Dreamlands?” he repeated, and he balked at the silliness of my question. “You might as well ask the purpose of the gods, or your own world—or of existence itself. What’s the purpose of the multiverse? Such mysteries are beyond the minds of men—though that doesn’t preclude there being an answer.” 
 
    I nodded as I listened intently. He continued on like that for hours. His way of teaching was far friendlier than the Headmistress’s, at least generally speaking, though she’d had her moments. Atal was far more likable, though, and seemed to genuinely want to help me if for no other reason than he was bored and lonely and needed a distraction from whatever other duties he secreted himself away to attend to every night. 
 
    I still had learned little in the way of shaping the Dreamlands or harnessing its nature—but I was patient. He had hinted at the basics, and I had time to experiment on my own, and I was learning a lot. I knew that there were cities on the moon, ruled by monsters known as moonbeasts. I knew that Kadath was the home to a race of gods known as the Great Ones—confusingly separate from what I’d known to be the Great Old Ones. Cthulhu, for instance, was not among the numbers of the Great Ones. 
 
    I learned the history of the Dreamlands and the origin of the Cats of Ulthar. I learned the names for the many species of Dream Fauna, and that the ghouls of the Dreamlands were not mindless undead but sentient creatures ruled by a king known as The Pickman. 
 
    The amount I’d studied in such a short time was dizzying, and I knew that one day, the knowledge would count for power as I started to understand this land in a more metaphysical sense. But for now, I still felt impotent here. 
 
    Using my magic, even for little spells, was painful at worst and tiring at best. A more powerful spell could knock me out, but I did find myself still using my mystic arts from time to time in spite of the risks. It was too much a part of me not to. 
 
    Also, I found that even summoning and dismissing Uther was difficult to do. We all kept our familiars around at all times because the act of letting them vanish turned out to burn even more power than summoning them in this place. Everything about the so-called Eldest Profanity here was wrong and alien. 
 
    And it didn’t just affect me. Carmilla, Dahlia, and Memento also found themselves similarly limited. Melody made the conscious decision not to cast any spells at all once she’d heard about what happened to me. She’d never been unconscious as a ghost, so the thought of what might happen to her if she overextended herself terrified her. 
 
    But Chelsea was another matter altogether. In the time that we’d been here, she’d begun to change. It obviously had something to do with that first night by the fire when the cats had come to bless her. Her eyes, now, were green and looked like cat eyes, and her ears had started to recede into her head. She was turning into a cat, as far as I could tell, though slowly. 
 
    “I don’t want to be a cat!” she complained, her voice high and whiny. Her nails had started to curve into claws, and a bump appeared over her tailbone—a hint of things to come. 
 
    Atal didn’t seem concerned for her, though. “The Cats of Ulthar never give an unwelcome gift,” he said to her. “See it through.” 
 
    “Is there a ‘return to sender’ option?” she moaned. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out if it goes too far,” I promised her. “Just… be strong for Carmilla. And the baby.” 
 
    The girls had grown closer—even Chelsea was starting to fit in. It probably helped that none of us used magic all that frequently, so everyone very much felt on similar levels and terms with one another. Being stuck with each other all the time, there was little to do but bond. 
 
    “How did you meet Liam?” Chelsea asked my girls as we sat before a fireplace burning with silver flames. It was a trick of Atal’s—not our own conjuring, so it didn’t tire us to use. 
 
    “We all met him at Esoterica,” Carmilla said. Her baby bump was starting to show—sooner than we expected, too, which made me wonder just how long it would actually take for the baby to be born. Maybe less than the nine months we’d allotted. Part of me was glad at the possibility to be able to go home sooner. Another part of me was hoping I’d have the opportunity to learn enough in my time here to make the trip worth the while. 
 
    “How about you?” Dahlia asked Chelsea as they lazed on the rug by the hearth. “How did you meet our boy?” 
 
    She sighed. “We took Physics I together in freshman year of university—” 
 
    “That’s the first year of school for adults,” Carmilla explained to Dahlia. “Where they study specific things that help them in their future jobs.” She turned to grin at Chelsea. “In theory, anyway.” 
 
    “Right,” Chelsea nodded. “I saw Liam sitting in the back and, ummm,” she was blushing as she looked at me, “I honestly thought he was hot, so I sat next to him and made up a story about needing a book buddy to share books with to get closer to him.” 
 
    I laughed aloud, looking down at her and the other girls from a sofa a bit further back. I was reading the tome that Uther had brought to me, trying to plan the further fortification of my mind. “You made that up? Well, it really helped me out, so thanks, I guess.” 
 
    She giggled. “My pleasure. Literally, on at least one occasion,” she winked. 
 
    I looked at Dahlia. She was laughing—the jealousy had worn off. But it was Memento who spoke next. “Is there a woman in your life you haven’t seduced?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Evelyn. Oh, and the Heamdmistress, I guess,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yuck!” Carmilla said, making a face. “Thank Dracula for that.” 
 
    We shared a laugh and then allowed the night to pass us by. It was a beautiful evening outside, like all nights here, and though strange creatures sometimes walked the streets after dusk, they never appeared to be hostile or in search of us, so we didn’t worry. 
 
    It was a night like that on which Chelsea’s final stage of Ultharian evolution occurred. By then, she had a tail, cat ears, cat eyes, and claws, though her skin and general proportions remained human. I had to admit, the new version of her was actually oddly sexy. 
 
    Where before Chelsea had already been pretty and athletic, her new features emphasized this about her tenfold. She was now incredibly petite and fit with clear muscularity visible on every extremity, and a deliciously hot six-pack on her stomach that put the one Carmilla used to have—before the pregnancy—to shame. 
 
    Not only that, but her dirty blonde hair had gone shimmering, just a shade darker than golden, and she had orange cat ears, green cat eyes, and a fluffy tail with a white tip. It shocked me how much sexiness the cat details alone added to her look, though I said nothing about it. 
 
    But on that one fateful night, as we were studying the books we’d brought along, and Chelsea was, appropriately enough, curled up, sleeping at my feet, she started to glow purple. 
 
    For a moment, I panicked, fearing a Void Thing incursion. I stood up straight and fumbled for my wand but didn’t know what I would do if Void Things did appear, because I was so out of practice with magic. 
 
    Dahlia, Melody, Memento, and Carmilla all sprang to attention as well, similarly clutching their spell focuses and readying for a fight, but no fight arrived. 
 
    Instead, Chelsea just stood up, opened her eyes, which were glowing purple, and meowed high and sweet as she nuzzled against me. 
 
    “Chelsea?” I asked cautiously, “What’s going on?” 
 
    She raised a finger, and a rift in reality appeared in the form of a violet, swirling portal that was like a door into a swimming abyss. 
 
    She licked my cheek, stretched, arched her back elegantly, and then hopped inside the portal without a word. 
 
    I looked at the others, my mouth gaping, unable to form words, unsure of what to do. I couldn’t leave my child unattended—or my harem, for that matter. Could I just abandon Chelsea?  
 
    But a choice was suddenly made for me when a feminine clawed hand reached back out from the portal abruptly, grabbed me by the wrist, and tugged me inside. 
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   T he sensation that overtook me was an intense and hard-to-understand feeling of both falling and flying at the same time. Down, down, I tumbled into a violet-colored abyss of swirling magical energy that was alien even to me, entirely unlike anything I had encountered so far when using portals or Waypoint spells. This was an alien magic separate entirely from the Eldest Profanity, one that felt as strange to me as it would to just about anyone else, magical or mundane. 
 
    For a few minutes, the color purple flooded my awareness as I swirled, swam, and slipped through the vortex down—or up, for all I could tell—toward somewhere specific. I looked around for a sign of Chelsea since she had pulled me in here, after all, but I didn’t see her. I thought for a moment that I’d heard a shrill meow, but it could have been my mind playing tricks on me. When I jerked my head around to find her, she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    It went on like this for a few long minutes—just long enough for the fear to set in that this might be my new reality. But soon it was over, and I abruptly found my descent at a close as I collided hard with rocky soil, landing on my stomach, though I wasn’t wounded or even hurt by the impact. A quick glance to my arms and legs showed a few fresh bruises, but they’d heal within minutes, I was sure. 
 
    And then I looked around. Wherever I was, it wasn’t the Dreamlands of Earth. It was something else, something decidedly more foreign to me. A pink sky set the mood of an eternal sunset that painted the land around me awash with vibrant tones. Spire-like steps of raised land formed a pathway leading up to a temple in clear view of the heavens teeming with stars and twin moons—one yellow and one red. Both were equally glorious as they hung before me, and I found myself first pausing to drink in the sight of them. 
 
    Then I shook off my gaping stupor to assess the situation and my new surroundings more pragmatically. Just a few minutes ago, Chelsea had suddenly jolted awake, like a creature possessed, and opened a portal to another dimension through which she saw fit to drag me. And now I was here, on some alien world or plane, grappling with new and unfamiliar surroundings that were hauntingly beautiful and eerily serene. 
 
    The temple was like a great ivory-hewn ziggurat, all marble-white and as pure and beautiful as a girl on her wedding day. I tried to take a step and found myself almost floating—gravity was low. I quickly understood that I could jump easily from one raised platform to the next until I arrived at the temple, but I wasn’t sure if that was what I was meant to do or not.  
 
    But one thing was for certain: the portal was gone. I considered what lay behind me—on the surface of this world, below even the lowest of the raised platforms of earth, there was a village of simple huts with people wearing fine vestments walking and talking and generally going about their business. A temple village full of priests and acolytes, perhaps. They paid me no mind if they noticed me at all, and I was left to wonder at their comings and goings as I gaped at them from above. Some seemed humanoid from this distance, while others were most certainly anything but, with great beaked mouths, tentacles for arms, skin tones of pink or purple or green, and spines emerging from the back of their necks. They were a diverse bunch. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and set myself back on the temple. If I wanted answers, they were probably in there. I pulled out my wand and cast a location spell—I didn’t feel drained. My body relaxed at being able to use magic once more, as though a great burden had been lifted from atop my shoulders. With that in mind, I decided to fly toward the temple after my location spell determined that Chelsea was indeed inside. 
 
    As I drifted ever closer, I opened a communication link to the girls in my harem, back in the Dreamlands, hoping that it wouldn’t be too draining for them to receive me. 
 
    Are you there? I said, seeing their frantic, beautiful faces in my mind’s eye. I’m fine. I don’t know where I am or what happened to Chelsea, but I’m fine. I wanted to let you know. 
 
    I felt them relax but received no response. I exhaled a breath of relief, knowing that at least I could send word to them, even if I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d find my way back. I knew one way—Waypoint from here back to Esoterica, I reasoned, then return to Earth, repeat the process with the Silver Key, and—suddenly my hands fumbled in my pockets with desperate grasps and clenches. Another sigh of relief came in a hot flash as I realized that I had indeed been carrying the key with me the entire time. 
 
    So I did have a way back to them. It involved a few steps, but I could find them in just a few days’ time, assuming everything went off without a hitch. That thought comforted me. What didn’t comfort me was the fact that the energy I felt emanating from Chelsea’s location was remarkably similar to one I’d encountered before—that of Nyarlathotep. 
 
    Soon the magnificent white temple dominated my vision as it stood before me like a great wonder of the ancient world, except impossible for any human to have created or designed without modern technology. It almost looked Egyptian or Mesopotamian at first, but it was far grander than any stepped pyramid I’d ever seen in my history books, every inch of it embossed with some ancient language or a mural depicting a history I couldn’t begin to fathom. 
 
    And then I was floating in front of it, trying to focus, to see her. Chelsea was here somewhere—or rather, her body was, and I wasn’t about to abandon her without figuring out what had happened. If I had to blast this pyramid apart, I would. 
 
    With that quiet thought, a voice penetrated my mind. There is no need for such foolishness, Liam. Meet me at the top of the structure. 
 
    I looked up at the highest platform and squinted, making out a tiny figure stooped atop it. Uttering a few dark words, I activated Eldritch Sight, allowing me to see further and perceive far greater details about the things that my vision took in. That was Chelsea, alright, and some ancient entity was inhabiting her. I additionally activated Aura Sight to gain abilities not unlike Dahlia’s, though she was far more competent at interpreting what she saw. To me, it was just a mess of strange colors and a corona of vivid brightness. 
 
    The wind blew past me as I floated onto the highest step that hugged the pyramidion. She was waiting for me there, her dirty blonde hair blowing wildly in the wind as she gazed at me through purple eyes and a wry smile that seemed to know too much. 
 
    “Liam Elloway,” she said. The voice wasn’t hers, but it was feminine. “Everything you have done, every choice you’ve made, has brought you here upon my stoop.” 
 
    I stood straight, fighting the urge to clench my fists. I shook despite myself, in spite of my own confidence in my abilities. There was something unmistakably divine about the entity standing before me. 
 
    “May I ask to whom I am speaking?” I uttered, sounding as neutral as possible. 
 
    The possessed catgirl grinned at me through a toothy expression that proudly displayed Chelsea’s sharp canine teeth. “You speak to the Elder God Bast.” 
 
    “As in the Egyptian Goddess?” I asked, confused. I knew that name, but from human history. It seemed odd that a human goddess was way out here on some alien world with a temple in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    “As in the Elder God who has been worshiped by billions of worlds across millions of dimensions,” she corrected me. Her eyes were fixed on me. I had her entire, undivided attention. She had mine as well. 
 
    “Please give Chelsea back,” I requested. “Let me take her home.” 
 
    “I didn’t bring you here to allow you to go freely in the first few seconds of speaking with me,” she laughed. “You have a part to play—so does Chelsea. It might behoove you to know your role.” 
 
    I stood in silence, waiting for her to continue. I had a feeling I didn’t need to ask many questions with her. My brow furrowed, and my muscles tightened throughout my body as her lips moved and she started to speak again. 
 
    “I am Bast, Goddess of Cats and the Link Between Worlds. I have been watching you for quite some time, but when my cats found Chelsea in your company, I knew I had found a deserving vessel at last.” 
 
    That set me off. I shook my head indignantly, raising a fist, my wand grasped tightly, not pointing at her. “No,” I said. “She is not just some vessel. She has a soul. She deserves agency over her own body.” 
 
    But the goddess laughed. “I won’t take this from her—often. But she has a purpose, as do you, and they are linked.” 
 
    Again, I waited. I felt myself growing even tenser, fearing all these parallels to what had happened with Randolph. I knew that I couldn’t take another loss like that one. 
 
    Finally, she spoke again when I offered nothing. “You are impudent and brazen,” she said. “Incurious and impolite. You are in the presence of your goddess. Show some respect.” 
 
    “You’re not my goddess,” I said. 
 
    “That is where you’re wrong,” she said through a sultry grin. “But, I will return Chelsea’s body to her and lay dormant until your purpose comes to its fruition. In the meantime, learn some reverence.” 
 
    “You didn't bring me here to tease me with vague words like that, did you?” I asked, almost rolling my eyes.  
 
    She giggled. It was almost the same as Chelsea’s giggle, but huskier. It was like a piece of my friend was in that laugh. “You’re correct. I have brought you here to bear witness to Chelsea’s induction as my herald.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw. “Like Nyarlathotep made Randolph’s body his?” 
 
    “Rather similar, I fear,” she nodded. “But I am not a god of chaos and ruin. I seek to preserve the universe as it is and beat back the incursion of the Great Old Ones. That is where you come in.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. I didn’t like where this was heading. 
 
    “You are to have two purposes, both exquisitely crucial to the survival of the multiverse. I have discussed this matter with Nodens, Hypnos, and my brother, Ulthar. It is agreed—you are to be the champion of the Elder Gods in the final battle against the Great Old Ones and the Outer Gods.” 
 
    I couldn’t stifle an urge to laugh. “Is that all?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she continued. “Your children will also receive the blessings of the Elder Gods after the final battle. Your line will serve to provide New Gods to the corners of the multiverse damaged the most in the final conflict.” 
 
    I puzzled that one over, but didn’t change my expression. “As in, the Elder Gods will take their bodies? Absolutely not.” 
 
    “As in, they will become New Gods.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Can I have her back now?” 
 
    She scowled at me, crossing her arms. “I am annoyed with your arrogance. But I know it comes from a place of love for your friend and wanting to see her home safe. We share this love for her, so you are forgiven.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding,” I said, giving a bit of vulnerability back. “I’ve heard what you said, and honestly, it’s a bit much to take in. But why couldn’t it have been said back in the Dreamlands?” 
 
    She took a step toward me, and I felt a hot wave of her power wash over me like a desert wind. “I am mute in the Dreamlands. My cats are my eyes and ears there. I am strongest here, in my own domain, the seat of my power. My link with Chelsea wasn’t strong enough to communicate with her psychically, but now it is. She and I are one, in many ways. I won’t have the need to bring you here again to speak with you.” 
 
    “Do you have many avatars like Nyarlathotep?” 
 
    “He’s known as the God of One Thousand Forms,” she said, her voice thick with disgust. “He has many avatars, but only one herald. That is your friend, Randolph Carter III.” 
 
    I nodded. That seemed to fit with what I’d understood. She reached out a hand, placing it on my chest. The heat that radiated from her touch was intoxicating, shooting through my body in lancing waves. 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” I asked, flinching away from her touch. 
 
    She licked her lips and smiled with mischief on her face. “In a moment, I will give back control to Chelsea. She knows what must be done.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “You and she must have intercourse. She must formally join your harem, which will bring me into it as well—to a lesser extent. Still, the powers and benefits we will both enjoy as a result are too enticing for me to pass up.” 
 
    “I’m not fucking Chelsea,” I said, wincing in disgust. 
 
    And suddenly, her eyes were no longer purple. They were back to normal, if a bit more feline, and so was her voice when she said. “Excuse me, fucker?! And why the hell not?!” 
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   A t the apex of the great white temple, I was face to face with a literal goddess inhabiting the body of the beautiful college student that some version of me used to have casual sex with back in my uni days. Things had certainly gotten rather complicated as of late. 
 
    Add to that the fact that said goddess had transformed my friend’s body, making it even lither, and added strange, distinctly feline details—cat ears, cat eyes, long retractable claws tipping each finger and toe, and a long, wispy orange and white cat tail. It had an undeniably sexy appeal that was hard to ignore. 
 
    “Chelsea, is that you? Am I speaking to Chels now?” I said, my eyes fixed on her intently. 
 
    She snarled at me. “Yes, you fucking are. Now, what’s this about not wanting to have sex with me? Am I not good enough for you anymore, Mister Dimension Wizard?” 
 
    I snickered at that. “I like that nickname,” I said. “And no, I’m certainly not ‘too good for you,’” I employed liberal use of finger quotes at that. “But I don’t feel really great about having sex with you just to satisfy the whims of some space goddess, powerful though she may be.” 
 
    “She’s playing for the good guys, Liam,” she said, crossing her arms, mashing her breasts together. An overly simplistic view, I knew, but she wasn’t entirely wrong by the looks of things. I allowed myself a glance at her squished chest. They were a size larger than Melody’s and fit her lithe frame perfectly. Speaking of Melody… 
 
    “Melody, are you here?” I asked, looking around. I was so used to her just stalking quietly that it took me all this time to notice that she hadn’t peeped in even once. 
 
    No answer. My heartbeat started thumping in my chest. 
 
    “Relax,” Chelsea said, rolling her eyes. “Focus on the issue at hand.” 
 
    “Where’s Melody?!” I asked. “Uther, are you here?” 
 
    Yes, I’m here, master. That was a relief, at least. 
 
    “Melody is fine—she was separated from us by the portal, which can only take the souls I invite,” Chelsea said. “I… didn’t want to, uh, you know, have her watching when we… I mean…” 
 
    “I get it,” I said. I furrowed my brow in mounting impatience. “How long have you been keeping this from me?” 
 
    “Since I woke up and dragged you through the portal,” she shrugged. “I let her take over me. While I slept, I had a dream—a message, really, from Bast. She told me everything she told you—and more.” 
 
    I squinted. “Like what?” I asked. 
 
    “Catgirl stuff,” she shrugged. “About the limits of my new powers.” 
 
    “Can you get us back?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. But you have to have sex with me first.” She blushed a bit at that. 
 
    “You’re so forward,” I chuckled. I took a few steps in front of her. “We need to do this for the portal to work?” 
 
    She frowned and reached out, shoving me playfully, but her expression was genuinely annoyed. “Is that all you can think about? Getting back to your other girls?” 
 
    I turned my head upward to make a show of thinking about it. “Umm, basically, yes,” I admitted. “My pregnant girlfriend is literally dimensions away from me now. And the other three women I love, one of them being my literal soulmate, are probably losing their minds panicking over my extended absence.” 
 
    She favored one hip in her stance, and it did make her look even sexier with all the catty details. “Extended. P’shaw! You’ve been here for like ten minutes, if that.” 
 
    “So, do we have to have sex to open the portal again?” I asked. 
 
    “Umm,” she bit her lip, planning her answer carefully. “Yes.” She hesitated. “At least, in the sense that I won’t take you back until you do it. It’s for the multiverse, Liam!” 
 
    I grinned. “And you get nothing out of it, right?” 
 
    “I get sex with the guy I’m crushing on, so there is that,” she confessed, scratching her neck timidly. “I don’t see why it’s a big deal.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you’re right. It isn’t. And Dahlia has been waiting for us to do this for ages.” 
 
    “Plus, now you’ll be adding the powers of Bast to your own,” she pointed out. “It’s time, Liam.” 
 
    I looked around. The temple apex wasn’t the best spot. “Right here?” I asked. 
 
    She bit her lip again, scanning the area for herself. “It doesn’t look super comfy, does it?” she agreed. She closed her eyes and reached out the palm of her clawed hand to the right. With a slashing motion, she ripped a tear in reality, creating a gaping violet portal that drew us in with incredible force. In her best Terminator impression, complete with a bad Austrian accent, she said, “Come with me if you want to jizz.” 
 
    I actually laughed out loud as I took her hand. Coming from my own world, she was the only one who could make pop culture references that I would actually understand, at least consistently. Carmilla’s Earth was similar, but I once referenced Star Wars, and she actually said, “Star Wars? What’s that?” Weirdly, she knew Castlevania and Starship Troopers super well. 
 
    Before I could express my gratitude at Chelsea’s reference, she tugged me into her arms, and we tumbled into the portal together. 
 
    Once again, everything was swirling purple waves of space-time energy flexing and twisting around me. I took the time to admire it this time, viewing it with far less trepidation than I had scant minutes before, the first time she had dragged me through one. 
 
    “Almost there,” she said, grinning up at me excitedly. She bit her lip again, and though I wanted to comment on how pretty she looked at that moment, I was interrupted as we slammed onto a field of bioluminescent flowers that looked like tulips, glowing red under the light of a pink moon and a vast, clear, starlit sky. A hoot and a howl sounded off in the distance, and the air was cool but not uncomfortably so. 
 
    Chelsea had landed right on top of me. Her cat ears twitched as she stared at me expectantly while I took in the sights of our new surroundings. 
 
    We had landed on a bed of glowing flowers, her tight body directly pressed atop mine. The flowers’ intoxicatingly sweet aromas reminded me vaguely of spiced apple pie. All around me were millions of similar blooms, until the field blended miles away with distant mountains. 
 
    “Where is this place?” I asked. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It’s a world where Ultharian Catgirls like to rest,” she answered me, gifting me with easy-to-read ‘fuck me’ eyes as she looked down on me. Her claws tickled my chest. “This world and a thousand others have flashed through my mind each night when I’ve slept, and I only understood why once Bast spoke to me.” 
 
    “You can travel between them freely?” I asked in awe. That was a power that even I hadn’t yet tapped. 
 
    She nodded. “With Bast inside me, I can do it easily. Even without her, it’s possible, but I need time to recharge the power.” She licked her lips. “Now, Liam Elloway, Interdimensional Harem Wizard-Pervert,” she grinned, “are we gonna do this or not?” 
 
    I answered her by pulling her head down, letting her thin, soft lips press against mine. The sweet smell of the luminous blooms filled my nostrils as she kissed me deeply. We made out for a good long time, kissing and caressing one another, touching everywhere we could reach—exploring, needing, testing. 
 
    My hands roamed across her breasts, squeezing and fondling them gently, feeling the softness of her skin beneath my fingers. My tongue probed delicately along and inside her mouth, tasting her sweetness, licking her tongue, then running over her bottom lip, nibbling its upper counterpart. She tasted like strawberries somehow, making my dick throb in response. 
 
    I felt her body tense as she squirmed against me. She was getting aroused, so I shifted to kiss her neck to help her flaring desire along, nipping lightly at her ear, nibbling on her shoulder, tickling her sides with my nails—that kind of thing. She responded by raking her claws down my shoulder, which caused me to grunt in blissful pain. 
 
    As my hand moved lower, her pussy grew hotter against my skin. She straddled one thigh, grinding herself on my leg. Soon she was rubbing her wetness back and forth, trying to get me to touch her, undress her. I obliged, peeling off the tight garments she was wearing.  
 
    Her tail arched upward, flicking wildly as I stripped her naked, removing her clothes with ease and tossing them aside. I loved the way it wiggled as I explored her lithe frame, feeling her curves. She was so sexy now, just as exotic as the other girls in my harem, and yet it reminded me so much of the first time we'd had sex back in my university days. I exposed her perfectly toned body to my hungry eyes and thanked myself inwardly for unwrapping the gift. 
 
    She sat astride me and looked into my gaze, biting her lip with agitation. “Touch my pussy,” she said, sitting up on my thigh and leaning back and opening up her folds for me to see inside her. I complied, reaching down to stroke her slit with my index finger, watching her clit twitch and dance. She shuddered, moaning softly as I ran my thumb over her button. I circled it, skillfully teasing her. 
 
    I grabbed my catgirl by the waist and traded positions with her, placing her on the bed of flowers with me on top. I maneuvered my face between her thighs, grinning up at her just before I took my first lick. She bit a claw in anticipation. 
 
    I started slowly, tasting her, enjoying the flavor and savoring the sweetness of her pussy. I began eating her out faster, sucking harder, and using my tongue to its full potential. I darted it in and out in circles, moving closer to her clit, and then applying masterful suction with my lips, equally moistened by my saliva and her natural juices. She responded with moans and whimpers, her hands grasping at the bed of alien flowers, tangling in their petals, scratching and digging into them as she tried to pull them free from the soil, writhing and groaning in ecstasy. 
 
    Soon her hands found my hair, and she massaged my scalp with retracted claws as I continued to eat her out, starting to fuck her with my tongue. I slid it in and out as I probed her inner walls. I pushed deep inside her as my nose dug into her mons, taking her to the brink of her climax all too easily. Soon, with only a few more moments, she'd arrived, panting heavily, gasping for air as she squealed like a bewildered virgin that just discovered the pulse setting on her showerhead. Her hips bucked against my mouth and knocked my teeth, but I kept on sucking her clit as she whimpered like a dog—amusing for a catgirl. 
 
    I reached around her to grab her ass, squeezing it, groping it, feeling how firm and perfect it was as she rode out the final wave of her orgasm. I looked up at her, both of us panting hard. I patted her on the tummy. “How do you want to do this?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she said, her eyes heavy-lidded and looking already drained. “Like, what position?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Oh. How about... kitty style?” 
 
    I laughed. “Is that just doggy style re-branded?” 
 
    It was her turn to nod as she grinned at me toothily. I eagerly turned her over and set her against the flowerbed on elbows and knees. The sweet air of the fields washed over us as I positioned the tip of my cock along her slit, dragging it up and down her entrance. I teased her, and already she was moaning again as I slowly, carefully slipped my manhood into her hot, velvety depths. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. “This is gonna be enjoyable.” 
 
    She was wet as fuck, slick with her own arousal, but I needed to go deeper. I started fucking her gently, holding onto her hips, feeling her pussy wrap around my cock as I worked myself in and out of her. I pulled back slightly each time, letting her adjust to my size, then thrusting deep. She moaned as brazenly as a tomcat in heat, clawing at the ground and shredding the vegetation underneath us. Chelsea dug her fingers into the soft soil and pulled up clumps of grass and flowers as she moaned and meowed at my assault. 
 
    I fucked her fast, taking her roughly and going balls-deep, my flesh slapping lewdly into hers. I pulled out and slammed back inside her molten pussy. She whined, clearly going crazy with carnal pleasure. Our bodies slapped together, and the sound echoed into the night as I sped up, my hands roaming across the curvature of her spine—and everywhere else I could reach. She squealed with delight as my cock made her soaked cunt squelch with every give and take. 
 
    “You're taking it well,” I noted as I continued to fuck her hard and raw. 
 
    She didn't say anything. Instead, she just grunted and yowled as she bucked against and received each thrust of my dick, getting herself off and already building toward another orgasm. I picked up speed, slamming into her harder, faster—burying myself in her. 
 
    “Liam!” she moaned. “I'm gonna cum!” 
 
    My own orgasm was primed to go, too, as I felt her pussy tighten around me, gripping my cock like a wet, squeezing hand as she gushed all over it. I grunted loudly as I unloaded my seed deep inside her, spurting within her depths, coating her insides with my thick, hot ejaculate. 
 
    We collapsed after that, her in my arms. She was on top of me again, licking my neck, my chest—preening me affectionately. 
 
    “I can feel it taking effect,” I said. “You're going to officially be a part of the harem soon.” 
 
    She rested her head atop my pecs. “In my mind, I already am.” She nuzzled against me, wrapped her arms tightly around my neck, and purred. After a few minutes, she spoke up. “Did I ever tell you that you're the first boy to make me climax?” 
 
    “Nice,” I said. 
 
    “Nice?” she scoffed. “That's it?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    She kept going after a slight delay. “I had two boyfriends in high school that I had sex with. And one guy at a party in college before you, too. I never enjoyed sex much with them. I thought I did, but when you and I... uhh, when we hooked up the first time... You did that thing with your mouth.” 
 
    “You mean I ate your pussy?” I sniggered at her apparent sudden shyness. 
 
    “Yeah. It felt sooo good. It was the first time anyone ever did that for me. And I was crushing on you big time after that. I couldn't even get myself off with my hands, you know?” 
 
    I let out a surprised sound at that. “Really?” I asked. “I thought that would be easy.” 
 
    “Me too!” she laughed. “But I just couldn't do it without, like, toys. I used a vibrating toothbrush during freshman year. That handled my clit while I used a cucumber or a carrot on my pussy.” 
 
    “Damn,” I remarked, stiffening at the mental visual. 
 
    I could feel her cheeks heating up on my chest. “Anyway, the toothbrush broke. And now you're the only thing that can make me cum.” She peppered me with a few kisses on my cheeks and forehead, then finally planted a wet one on my lips. I accepted it, returning it with equal enthusiasm, kissing her deeply and savoring her strawberry sweetness. “Why did you wait so long to do this with me again?” she complained. 
 
    After some more cuddling, she got dressed, helped me up, and we walked hand in hand through the fields until she raised her claw in the air, ripping another portal wide open. We jumped through, and soon we were back in the nameless city, in our glorified time-share home where Dahlia, Carmilla, Melody, and Memento sat in suspense as we shot out of the purple gateway. 
 
    Smiles of relief spread across their faces as they rose to greet us, but Carmilla and Dahlia's eyes widened almost in unison as they both came to the same conclusion through different means. 
 
    “Did you fuck her?!” they both said in surprise. 
 
    I laughed. “What gave it away?” 
 
    “Her aura,” Dahlia said. “She's got the harem aura growing now. And something else is different... insanely powerful, actually!” 
 
    “Your sex-stink,” Carmilla grinned, crinkling her nose. “I can smell your jizz from a mile away, baby.” 
 
    Melody joined in, appearing in front of me with her arms crossed. “Great. Even more fucking competition. This is the last thing I need. Welcome aboard, I guess. Bitch.” 
 
    I looked at her sternly. “Be nice.” 
 
    “Fuck me, and maybe I will,” she said grumpily, sticking her tongue out. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “There is a lot to unpack beyond just the sex aspect of what happened.” 
 
    “But start with that,” Memento gushed. “How was it?” She was looking at Chelsea—ignoring me. 
 
    “It was great, of course,” she grinned back. “His dick is bigger than it was before.” 
 
    Carmilla leaned in, fake-whispering, “Oh yeah, he cultivated like a dragon's hoard worth of mana to enhance it.” 
 
    I frowned at her as the girls all snickered at my expense. I felt my cheeks burning as I corrected the assertion. “That's—for the record, that's a gross exaggeration.” 
 
    “Anyway, I came a bunch, thank you for asking,” Chelsea said, squeezing Memento's hand. 
 
    I sighed, looking at my gorgeous harem, which had yet again grown by one. “Okay, so, let's talk about what comes next.” 
 
    “Her name is Melody,” the ghost girl said. 
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   W e spent the better part of that nine months in the Dreamlands, and though we were slow to make it a home at first, we eventually got fully settled in on an emotional level. 
 
    Better yet, our Mana adapted to it as well, so while magic wasn’t ever going to be as efficient here as it was in the Waking Dimensions, we grew more and more comfortable using spells and experimenting. Soon that experimentation gave way to progress. 
 
    Each of us had our own goals to work toward. For me, while I was in the Dreamlands, I made my focus learning how to understand its weird version of reality, to learn to shape its geography the way that Atal had demonstrated. 
 
    I wasn’t a gifted pupil, but I did learn the basics in that time—the essentials, really. I was able to raise or lower elevation, to create simple cottages, though without much inside them but the most unimaginative furniture known to man, little more than boxes. It was progress, and in the short time I’d spent here, I felt that it was good enough—after all, Atal had been in the Dreamlands for centuries. 
 
    Unfortunately, my training with Atal came to an abrupt halt one day when he made a proclamation to me. 
 
    “I must go, I fear,” Atal said. “My duties take me to other corners of the Dreamlands.” 
 
    “When will you come back?” I asked. 
 
    “Long after you’re gone, most likely.” 
 
    I nodded. We were outside then, walking through the field on the exterior of the nameless city. “Can I ask you about what you know of the Outer Gods?” I asked. With him leaving, I could delay this chat no longer. 
 
    He looked at me with curiosity, his old eyes gleaming knowingly. “I wonder if there are things you could tell me.” 
 
    “All the same,” I shrugged. “What do you know?” 
 
    “I know that they are ancient and that they wish to return—fully return. It’s quite possible that several of them have already chosen heralds, like Nyarlahotep chose your friend, Randolph.” 
 
    “Do they have any weaknesses?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “It seems unlikely that they can even die. But their bodies can be destroyed, and they can be banished.” 
 
    I perked up. “Is that what happened to them before? They were banished?” 
 
    “By the progenitors that created the Eldest Profanity, so the rumor goes.” 
 
    I thought about that. “The Void was created by them, too,” I noted. “To hunt users of the profanity.” 
 
    “Was it now?” Atal asked curiously. “How did you learn this tidbit?” 
 
    I shared with him the details of what had happened to Dahlia, and he was a most captive audience. He stroked his beard with astonishment as I trusted that secret to him. 
 
    “It makes a kind of sense,” he conceded. “They hunt sorcerers because sorcerers must become the heralds to the Outer Gods. They want to repel the apocalypse.” He laughed harshly, phlegm catching in his throat. “So we’ve been the villains all this time.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. We’re still the enemies of the Outer Gods. We aren’t villains for that.” 
 
    He gazed out at the treeline just beyond where we strolled. “All of this would disappear first, you know.” 
 
    “The Dreamlands?” 
 
    He nodded. “It would be their first target for destruction. They hate it because they can’t control it.” 
 
    “I can tell this place means a lot to you.” 
 
    “It’s home.” That was all he offered. Later, we said our goodbyes, and I never saw him again after that. 
 
    Besides what Atal tried to teach me, I had another goal, too, and that one was far more fruitfully attained. Uther had reminded me to bring along the tome—the one we procured from the library full of magic and secrets about fortifying the mind from psychic influences and trauma of all kinds. It was a final necessary step that I had to take to cast aside the damage the Pit had done to me once and for all—and I wondered if it might come in handy in the future in other ways. Would make it impossible for the Headmistress to read me or attack me with psionics? 
 
    It certainly wouldn’t hurt, so I spent most nights curled up by the fireplace reading that book, pondering its secrets, and learning its spells. Evening after evening, with each new ritual cast, with each new Mana cultivation practice it taught, I felt the pain of my past being pushed aside, buried—no, that wasn’t the right word. 
 
    To bury it might give the impression that the pain was still there, just in hiding, but that wasn’t the case, either. It was more like a blazing fire being snuffed out as surely as the lit wick of a birthday candle. It was definitive progress and my ticket to many years of peace, I felt. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who changed. Uther and Melody spent the most time with me since they were more or less damned to be my shadows as long as I lived—not that either of them seemed to mind. 
 
    For Melody, I started experimenting with ways to interact with her more freely. Of course, I knew of a way to turn myself into a ghost form that was based in the strength of our bond—I’d used it once to dazzling effect in our lovemaking session the night that we moved Dahlia’s soul into her current body—the same night that I met the original Liam, of whom I was just a doppelganger. 
 
    I tried not to let that thought bother me. 
 
    “Hey Melody,” I said. One day I’d found myself alone with her when the other girls had retired to the study to do some reading, and I was lingering in the bedroom. As I’d predicted, Melody floated in to check on me, and that began this particular scenario. 
 
    “Hey you,” she grinned. “The others are downstairs.” 
 
    I laughed, seeing the gleam in her ghostly blue eyes. “Wanna get your kisses in?” 
 
    “You fucking know it.” 
 
    She hovered closer to me, and I went into ghost mode, mirroring her blue spectral energy. I floated up to her, and we loomed over the bed, just a few feet above it. She exhaled an exaggerated moan as she wrapped her arms and legs around me. Her touch was electric. 
 
    “Ohhhhh fuck,” she whined. “I’ve been waiting for this all day.” 
 
    I kissed her on the lips. She squealed and moaned with every peck. “You’ve got to get yourself under control,” I laughed. 
 
    “I can’t fucking help it,” she whined. “It feels so good to be touched!” 
 
    I held her tight against me, letting her have her moment. We savored the sweetness of each other’s embrace. “I still need a physical body,” she said. “I miss it so much.” 
 
    “Once we’re back and everything is calmed down. After we go into hiding,” I promised. “I’ll get you a perfect body, a flawless copy of your original form, okay?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Give me fat titties. Like Memento’s.” 
 
    I laughed out loud. “I like your tiny boobs,” I said, pecking her cheek. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    Welp, I fucked up. “I mean, they’re not, like minuscule. They’re fine, like, almost handfuls.” 
 
    “You fucking cunt,” she seethed, even as she started grinding her crotch against me. “You’re lucky I’m hornier than the day is long, or I’d haunt your butthole.” 
 
    “I do have a surprise for you, by the way,” I said, a bit of mischief in my voice. 
 
    “Oh?” she asked, her eyes widening in curiosity. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grinned. “You’re going to love it.” 
 
    She moaned a complaint as I broke the hug and fluttered a few feet away from her. “Are you gonna put it in my asshole again?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Well, sure,” I said. “Anytime. But that’s not the surprise.” 
 
    “Is it better or worse?” she asked, crossing her arms skeptically. 
 
    “I’d say better. Uther?” 
 
    She gasped. “Don’t let Uther watch us fuck!” 
 
    That’s not why I’m here, Uther grunted psychically. 
 
    “Melody,” I said, “it took me months of searching and meditation, but I think I located something that you’ve lost.” 
 
    She perked up. “This better not be a prank, Liam fucking Elloway,” she seethed. 
 
    “It isn’t,” I promised. “Look Uther in the eyes.” 
 
    She hesitantly followed the instruction, and I cut my arm open, bleeding onto the bed as I ripped off the sheets and revealed a pentagram below us. 
 
    “Give me your arm,” I said. 
 
    By now, she’d recognized the ritual and had gone wide-eyed and silent. She gave me her arm, clearly dazed by what appeared to be going on. “No fucking way,” she whispered. 
 
    I cut her arm, and our ghostly blood congealed in physical form on the pentagram beneath, thanks to its lines being carved with Void Essence. It was a risky move out here in the Dreamlands, inviting any aspect of the Void, but I knew it’d be fine if we were quick. 
 
    “You were severed from your familiar,” I started. “That’s what happens in death. I remembered reading, back in my first few days at Esoterica, that familiars can be resummoned if separated that way. I puzzled over how the ritual would work, without being able to bleed you—” 
 
    “But you figured it out,” she said, her voice high and quiet. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet,” I said, shaking my head. “Let’s make sure this works first.” 
 
    I did the incantation, shuttling her off into her astral projection. Uther led her easily due to his connection with that realm. I waited for the space of ten minutes, and when Melody finally opened her eyes again, there was a dark blue ghost cat floating in front of her face. 
 
    She gushed happily, ghostly tears practically pouring down her cheeks. “Baby!” she shouted, throwing her arms around her cat. “I missed you so much!” She looked at me, mouthing, “Thank you.” 
 
    I grinned. This would change a lot for her. She may not even need me to get her body back with a familiar to aid her in Mana cultivation. And you bet your ass we fucked like ghostly rabbits that night. The one weird part was that Melody insisted on her familiar watching because she couldn’t bear the thought of dismissing her, but once my cock found Melody’s cunt, the awkwardness melted away. 
 
    The easiest way to touch Melody, though, even after that, without turning into a ghost myself, was to let myself be overtaken with Void energy. Although the Void was all but extinguished from Dahlia, I still maintained that legacy of her old self. At first, that always seemed to have a darkening effect on my psyche, but as time passed, and with practice—and possibly due in part to the spells I’d learned from Uther’s library book—I found myself in greater control of my urges in that form. Not only that, but it gradually got easier and easier to slip in and out of until it became almost as simple as visualizing a switch for ‘off’ and ‘on’ in my mind and flicking it one way or the other. 
 
    For Uther, the most noteworthy thing that happened to him during our time in the Dreamlands was that he gained the ability for girls other than Melody to understand him. It was a point of much embarrassment when it first came up, as he was cajoling me over denying Melody’s advances the previous night with all the girls in the room with us. When the girls’ heads all turned to look at us in confusion, the look on Uther’s face was exquisite, though I worried for a short space of time that he might shit on the floor in surprise. 
 
    The other girls all made their own progress toward their goals as well, of course. For Dahlia, she and Memento worked together tirelessly to make her body more and more human. It got to the point where she really didn’t need to rely on illusions anymore to keep up her appearance, with the exception of her eyes. Beyond that, she possessed the rudimentary beginnings of human-like internal organs, though they were more decoration than functional at that point. 
 
    As I watched this transformation occur gradually over the months, I kept thinking back to Liam 2’s story—to his Memento, and the fact that I was essentially occupying the body of a homunculus that she had made to be the perfect copy of a human, indiscernible, somehow, even to auramancers and skilled mages. I was watching her remake history in this timeline using Dahlia as the test subject. It was a humbling thought, and I felt an overwhelming surge of pride every time I watched her at work. 
 
    She also spent time enhancing Liam, Jr., who she grabbed at Esoterica by exploiting Chelsea’s powers for a split second. I wasn’t quite sure what enhancements she made, but she sure seemed excited about it all the same. 
 
    “What are you doing there?” I remembered asking her as she operated on the homunculus right in the living room of our home. 
 
    “Something sweet,” she said. “Say hi to daddy, Liam, Jr.!” 
 
    The homunculus acknowledged me with a wave. “Hi, son,” I chuckled. “He seems to be getting smarter.” 
 
    “He is,” she said. “I’m trying stuff with him. It’ll help Dahlia and Melody one day, too.” 
 
    “Trying what?” 
 
    She just grinned up at me for a flash and then got right down to work, biting her lip cutely as she cut into the homunculus and carved runes, poured tinctures, and uttered spells I didn’t recognize. Carmilla, Dahlia, Melody, and Chelsea actively tried to ignore her grotesque experiments. 
 
    Speaking of Chelsea, she was understandably obsessed with exploring her powers, and I found myself struggling to keep her in one place at any given time. Thankfully, I could track her throughout the multiverse with my enhanced harem messaging magic, which I’d pimped out back with Uther at the end of the Voidship mission on Gulgothra, but it still irked me to constantly have to reach out to her to see where she was and when she would be back. It also worried me, as I felt helpless to protect her if something went wrong. 
 
    Thankfully nothing ever did go wrong, and I began to understand that it was actually the nature of her magic—she couldn’t even make a portal to a place if the location was perilous to her. Once I’d had that explained to me, I did manage to calm my nerves a bit (but only a bit). 
 
    Perhaps the more important development with Chelsea was the growth of her dynamic within the harem itself—she was the one who said what needed to be said, and she bonded with the others in record time. By week two of joining the harem, she was tossing my salad while Memento rode my face and Carmilla fellated me. 
 
    And then there was Carmilla, my pregnant vampire lover, and the first girl in the harem that I’d ever met. Even with our baby growing in her womb, she committed the rituals for ascendancy to memory, but we had neither the resources nor the will to trigger it at the moment. Being pregnant, it was far too much of a wildcard notion to be able to pull off the transformation without something horrible going wrong. Who the hell knew what kind of effect such a spell would have on a baby? For all we knew, it could mess everything up, maybe even kill the child. 
 
    Worse still, we also knew that we wouldn’t have time to pursue her next evolution before my encounter with the Headmistress. It would be a weeks-long project requiring the killing of a god’s avatar at the very least, and then the ritual itself was said to last the duration of an entire full-moon cycle on her native Earth—and it had to be her Earth. 
 
    But she would be ready when the time came. My baby mama wasn’t going to slack when the chips were down. 
 
    The thought of her as my baby momma made me grin. That night, we were sitting around the fire, chatting as we often did, though I could tell by Chelsea’s sudden urge to give me a very deep-kneading backrub as her tongue danced across my ear that the evening was about to be headed in a different trajectory. 
 
    I smirked. “Good kitty,” I said, reaching back and scratching her right behind the ears. 
 
    Memento put her book down. “Is this happening? Is it time for sex?” 
 
    I saw Carmilla shift in her seat uncomfortably out of the corner of my eye. “You okay, honey?” I asked, concern lifting my tone. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, though it was doubtful. “Just… the baby’s kicking. Hard.” 
 
    I stared at her belly. Even through her evening gown, I could see handprints and footprints emerging, leaving bulges in her skin like my child was trying to rip its way out of Carmilla’s body. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem normal,” I noticed. 
 
    Dahlia stared at Carmilla for a silent moment while we all gaped in horror and Carmilla started writhing a bit more. “It’s not normal,” she announced. “The baby is coming.” 
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   I  had brought a baby birthing book to the Dreamlands with me. It did me absolutely no good in this particular scenario. 
 
    “The baby’s gonna claw its fucking way out of me!” Carmilla shrieked, her gown pulled up to reveal her bulging belly. Her scream never died and instead just petered out and eventually found new life as a growl of pain. “I’m fucking dying!” 
 
    “This feels abnormal,” I grunted as tiny handprints and footprints appeared in Carmilla’s abdomen. The baby was, by the looks of it, indeed trying to find its own way out, and it apparently wasn’t very interested in the time-honored tradition of heading out the standard exit. 
 
    I was far more alarmed than my tone let on—this was an insane predicament, and although I knew that Carmilla would survive one way or another, it freaked me out—freaked all of us out, really—to stand by and watch her in such extreme throes of agony. And, of course, I worried for the baby. 
 
    “Do we boil sheets or something?” Chelsea said. “I think I heard that once.” 
 
    “I think we’re pretty far beyond boiled sheets,” I grunted. “Memento’s going to have to cut her open.” 
 
    Memento’s red eyes went wide. “What?! Are you sure?” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” I cocked an eyebrow at her. “This is your thing, right?” 
 
    “Delivering babies is not my thing,” she clarified, holding her arms up and crossing them in an X. 
 
    “Well, I’m not just letting this play out, Mimi,” I said, gesturing to Carmilla as she whined and squirmed uncomfortably across the table. 
 
    “I can see the baby’s aura when it presses against her belly!” Dahlia announced, focusing with her starry eyes. “It’s very healthy!” 
 
    I sighed with relief. “That’s great news.” 
 
    “Fuck all of you! Someone take this monster out of me NOW!” she howled, her yowling voice dying into a soft but persistent whine. “Can you fucking hear me!? Do something!” She sobbed, and I flinched at the horrible sound. 
 
    “Memento,” I said, eyeing her to make it clear I wasn’t giving her a choice at this point. 
 
    She nodded and pulled some tools out of her bag. “Tie her down and gag her. It might be worth burning some Mana to anesthetize her—but it’ll be over fast, I think.” 
 
    “Just do it!” Carmilla shrieked at us. “No anesthesia! Just get it out of me!” 
 
     I clenched my jaw, conjuring some silky soft rope with a flick of my wand, catching it in the air before it slumped to the ground. We promptly tied Carmilla down to the table while Mimi made some mental calculations. She held her signature scalpel delicately between two fingers, spinning it absent-mindedly like kids used to do with their pencils back in high school. She looked way cooler doing it—but I didn’t have time to dwell on that. 
 
    She was still squirming, and the baby was still announcing its intentions to free itself by pushing even more violently against her womb. This thing felt like it was going to happen one way or another—but we weren’t about to wait to find out just how it’d go if we let it puzzle its own way out. 
 
    Melody watched over Memento’s shoulder as she leaned forward and made an incision into Carmilla’s belly. Her screams became even more extreme. My heart was channeling my baby—trying to rip its way out of my chest. The sound of Carmilla in pain was unendurable, and I found myself losing my cool more and more the longer this went on. 
 
    “Hurry, Mimi,” I grunted anxiously, my hands shaking. 
 
    “You can’t rush art,” she said. She stuck out her tongue as she focused, one hundred percent of her being centered on the delicate task of performing a C-Section on our vampire lover. 
 
    The incision was made, and Carmilla’s screams surely made certain we knew. “I should have knocked her out,” Memento grumbled. 
 
    “Maybe we still can,” Melody suggested. Even she looked terrified. 
 
    Dahlia was brushing Carmilla’s long, raven-black locks with her fingers and trying to calm her down with shushes and words of affirmation. “You’re doing amazingly,” she cooed. “Almost done.” 
 
    She was more correct than she even knew. A tiny hand reached out from the incision, chubby and cute if a bit overly bloody, and the room fell totally hushed but for Carmilla’s screams and the cries of the new baby. No one else made a sound as our eyes were all fixed on the miracle in front of us. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, just staring. Then I roused myself from my gawking stupor, realizing everyone was caught in the same haze. Even Carmilla had gone quiet, despite the maddening pain she must have been going through. “What are you waiting for? Get the baby out!” I barked at Memento. 
 
    “Who, me?! Do I look like a midwife?” 
 
    Chelsea stepped up. “Let me do it,” she said, reaching in, flashing me an annoyed look. “Mega hot space wizard, my ass. Can’t even pick up a baby.” 
 
    The child had torn Carmilla’s uterus open and was practically swimming around in her insides. It was far too strong for a newborn, but it went limp when Chelsea grabbed it, allowing itself to be held without a fight. She pulled the baby tight against her chest, slicing the umbilical cord with a stroke of her claw. The rest of it instantly dried up and crumbled once separated from the baby’s body, leaving behind nothing. Memento used a spell to clean up the mess, including the baby, and sewed up Carmilla’s wound. Chelsea wordlessly placed the baby on top of Carmilla’s chest, positioning her arms to cradle it after a quick inspection. 
 
    “Congratulations,” she beamed. “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    “She?” I asked, feeling my heart stop in my chest. 
 
    Chelsea grinned. “You have a very cute little monster of a daughter.” 
 
    I smiled. Wide. Huge. It was the biggest, dumbest smile that had been on my face in months. “Thank you,” I said softly, then crossed over to kneel beside Carmilla’s face so I could watch her cradle our child up close. 
 
    “She’s so pretty,” Carmilla whimpered, bloody tears forming in her eyes. Words any mother would say, but usually, babies would be cleaned off before being handed to a mother. This one was even more covered in blood than the average, I was sure. Come to think of it, that might be why Carmilla felt that way. 
 
    “She is,” I agreed. I kissed her on the cheek, but she just kept staring. 
 
    “Dahlia, heal Carmilla ASAP,” Memento said. “She must be in shock to not be screaming anymore.” 
 
    Dolly nodded and placed her hands over Carmilla’s hastily patched-up belly wound. The healing process accelerated, and soon my vampiress was groaning in pain again, but it sounded far more manageable than before. 
 
    “So,” Melody started, floating a few feet above us, “I’m not, like, a baby expert or whatever, but would it be fair to say that seemed like a nonstandard delivery? At least from my perspective.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t babies usually come out of the butt?” Dahlia asked as radiant beams of healing energy flowed from her fingertips. Sinewy threads emerged from the opposing sides of Carmilla’s wound, slowly closing it for good. 
 
    I looked at Dahlia, dumbfounded. We all did. 
 
    “I was kidding!” she said, blushing when no one laughed. “Come on, that was funny!” 
 
    I smiled and moved back to more important things. Carmilla, even in her weakened state, cast a purification spell, and all the blood and filth covering our daughter dissipated in a fine vapor that rapidly misted into the ether. Suddenly our newborn baby was pristine. 
 
    “She’s so cute,” I observed, grinning like a goofball. Unable to help myself, I started planting rapid pecks on Carmilla’s neck. “What should we name her?” 
 
    “How does Styria sound?” she asked. 
 
    I grinned. “It sounds amazing.” 
 
    Memento was smiling, but it was almost a bit sad. She brushed a sheen of sweat off of her brow and slumped onto a nearby chair. “I’m so jealous, Carri,” she admitted. “She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    Little Styria latched onto one of Carmilla’s nipples all on her own and started feeding. Surprisingly loud slurps sounded through the air. Carmilla and I exchanged surprised looks. 
 
    “The pregnancy book said it could be a pain to get the baby to latch, but she just did it all by herself right after being born,” I noted with awe in my hushed voice. I was still so afraid to startle the baby, especially now that she was feeding. 
 
    “I have a feeling your kid is going to shatter the usual milestones pretty quickly,” Dahlia said, her brow furrowed in deep thought. She continued to heal Carmilla’s wound, but at this point, the vampiress’s entire world was our daughter, and she didn’t even seem to notice the pain she must have been feeling, nor did she appear to register Dahlia’s words. 
 
    Melody flew in a bit closer. “This changes everything,” she said. She spoke the words matter-of-factly, but her eyes were wide, and her hair flowed weightlessly around her as she examined my little girl. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she shrugged. “But it feels huge. It feels like we’ve just opened the floodgates. How can we go adventuring and killing eldritch monsters with a baby to take care of?” 
 
    I nodded. “I know what you mean. We’ll find a way. This baby is important to me, but I want you all to know—and I hope Carmilla won’t mind me saying—it doesn’t change how important you all are to me.” 
 
    Melody shook her head. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I know,” I murmured. “But it needed to be said.” 
 
    I could tell from their smiles that they appreciated it all the same. 
 
    After Carmilla and the baby had a few days to recover, it was time to head back to Esoterica at last. Rather than bother with the Silver Key, we used Chelsea’s portal magic to make our way back to the Waking Earth, but Esoterica was still obscured to her. 
 
    From there, we used a Waypoint Spell to make our way back to the school, and I was afraid that we’d be met with a reception, the Headmistress coming to call for what I’d promised her before I was ready, but she didn’t. In fact, when we arrived, she was apparently off campus for a few days, on a mission of her own, according to the other professors. 
 
    So, here we were, returned home. Chelsea looked out at it curiously. “Something big is going to happen here,” she said. 
 
    “Big stuff happens here all the time,” I shrugged. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Something really big. I feel like I was meant to be here, to be witness to something with you.” 
 
    We settled in for the night after eating an enormous meal of amazing food in the cafeteria. Chelsea’s words haunted me. They stuck with me, prodding like an icepick at the back of my mind. I felt the same feeling. Something big was going to happen—and soon. 
 
    For now, though, all there was to do was to move forward with our plans—defeat the Headmistress and find a safe place to hide. That was good enough for now. 
 
    Looking at my girls as they rested on my bed, back in my overcrowded room at last, I smiled. The plan, though simple, was certainly good enough—for now. 
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   E very moment I spent idle, it was like I could hear an invisible pendulum ticking back and forth in my mind. It swung with the weight of a single notion—there was something crucial left undone. 
 
    I pressed my memory for it time and time again. At the top of the proverbial pile was, of course, Carmilla’s ascendancy, but Dahlia said her aura was still traumatized from the unnatural childbirth that was still so fresh in all our memories. It wouldn’t be wise to urge her to undergo such a powerful, demanding ritual as ascendancy just yet—nor did we have the time, the Elder Orbs, or any substitute ingredients required for it. 
 
    No, I realized that what I was waiting to do, hoping to do, was a more selfish pursuit. I needed to get my hands on that damn book in the forbidden section of Mr. Shaw’s library. 
 
    And so, in the dead of night, when most of the students were asleep, I roused from my bed with Melody in tow and Uther at the ready if he should need to be summoned. 
 
    The library was open all hours of the day. Mr. Shaw, as far as I could tell, never slept. Although he looked human, he simply could not be. In all my time spent at Esoterica, I’d never seen him eat, sleep, or even blink once. 
 
    I could probably ask Dahlia about that. His aura probably told her some secrets that she’d simply never bothered to share, but if all went well, I wouldn’t need to worry about the creepy librarian at all. I creaked the double doors open and walked inside. The musty smell of old books and polished wood wafted into my nostrils—a smell I loved. Part of me wondered if this would be one of the last times I smelled it. 
 
    I made a stealthy beeline toward the forbidden section, not yet activating any magic—there were rumors that Mr. Shaw could sense all spells cast within the library, so I was going to save it for the moment it was absolutely needed. 
 
    I found myself in front of the locked entrance to the forbidden section, and I wanted so badly to be the one to go inside, but I knew this was a job for my sexy little blue ghost. 
 
    “You know what to do,” I nodded at her, and she nodded back, grinning. 
 
    She disappeared through the door. At first, I felt excitement and suspense building as I waited for her—but then I realized that I didn’t feel her presence on the other side of the door, and that panicked me. 
 
    “Melody,” I whispered, also sending the message to her psychically. “Melody, are you there? What’s going on?” 
 
    There was no response at all—it was all static on the Harem-Magus radio. “Uther, can you get in there?” 
 
    I can’t, master, he said. There are powerful wards on the other side. I fear they severed your connection to Melody. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I stared impotently at the door, trying hard to think of just the right spell. How obvious did I want to be? At this point, with my girl MIA, it was obvious that things were going to come to blows, but— 
 
    Before I could finish that line of thought, Melody flew through the door. Her hand caught, though, on the other side as she was holding the book. 
 
    “You found it?!” I asked. “Also, holy shit, I was so worried!” 
 
    “About me?” she giggled quietly. “I’ll reward you for that later if you let me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Okay, heads back in the game,” I grunted. “We’re so close. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” she smirked her consent. I gripped her hand, my hand in Void Form, pulling her into my magical orbit, and cast a higher-order teleportation spell back to my room. 
 
    With this spell, anyone that I was touching would come along with me when I teleported, along with whatever they were carrying. Of course, Melody being tied to me magically as a servitor, she would have come along regardless even if I cast a first-level Waypoint Spell, but the chances of the book coming along with us, in that case, were essentially dubious at best. 
 
    My body misted and crackled apart into vapor before my eyes, just as it always did when I cast these sorts of spells, and I closed my lids so that it wouldn't be so jarring when I reappeared in my room. 
 
    About a minute later, I felt assured by the new smells in the air that I was no longer in the library, and Melody’s grip was still strong on my hand. She used her index finger to tickle my palm like the flirt she was, and I opened my eyes to see her gorgeous, glowing, grinning face gazing back at me in the dark stillness of my room. 
 
    I’d arranged for the other girls and the baby to sleep in Carmilla’s room for the night, so it was just Melody and me—and our familiars, if you wanted to split hairs. They knew my plan and wanted to help, of course, but no matter what plan I imagined, I could only foresee more people simply being a detriment rather than a boon. 
 
    And sure enough, here we were, back in my room, safe and sound. Not only that, but Melody was indeed holding the book tightly in her little hand. I exhaled a heavy moan of relief at that blessed sight. 
 
    “Oh, thank the baby Jesus,” I groaned. 
 
    “You should really adapt to the culture here. Baby Cthulhu, at the very least.” 
 
    I laughed. “Give me that fucking book,” I grunted, and she happily obeyed. 
 
    I sat on the bed, hunched over the tome. Melody conjured light into the lamp on my table, making it bright enough for reading. 
 
    My ghost girl literally hovered over my shoulder, watching me read the book, covertly placing pretend kisses on my ear every now and then. She had a habit of doing things like that when she thought I was sleeping, occasionally going so far as to pretend she was grinding her hips on my crotch in simulated sex. I am pretty sure I almost always caught her, though I rarely called her out for waking me up, and instead just let her get herself off. It would have been really annoying if it weren’t also very hot. 
 
    I studied the tome judiciously, poring over its contents until the wee hours of the morning. It contained many secrets, both ancient and esoteric—but the majority of its revelations seemed inconsequential to me. 
 
    There were certainly a few takeaways. The first was that it was noted in the book explicitly as being possible for a magus to impregnate any girl in his harem without exception—this seemed to explain Carmilla’s situation. It also made me wonder just how far that little clause could be stretched. Melody was a ghost with no functioning uterus, certainly. Was I going to knock her up? And what about Dahlia, who was occupying an artificial body? According to the book, when my bonds with them reached a high point, it seemed pregnancy would be possible even with them. Somehow. 
 
    There were a few harem-specific spells I’d never heard of before scrawled in the tome as well—the most noteworthy being the ability to temporarily merge willing members of a harem into a single entity. That freaked me out and sounded sketchy as hell—but you bet your fucking ass I jotted it down. 
 
    But then there was a dark disclosure I hadn’t been expecting. 
 
    To date, of all recorded Harem Magi in history, not one of them has lived past the age of twenty-seven human years. The most powerful magi tended to die even younger. 
 
    I read the passage again and again, scouring for a loophole, hoping I misunderstood. This was bad enough, but the book also confirmed Dahlia’s assertion that my girls would all die without me. 
 
    So I was a couple of years, maybe even months, away from dying—and dragging my entire harem with me. What was the fucking point? 
 
    Eldar Pendragon, the first recorded Harem-Magus millions of years ago, banished the Void Things to the Void, making it much harder for them to hunt our kind. Kel-thudin, another predecessor of mine, took a quarter of the multiverse back from Cthulhu. Nimya Ken, yet another, bore a thousand children that became the guardians of the Elder Gods for tens of thousands of years. As soon as each of them had served their role, they perished.  
 
    Each magus seemed to play some pivotal part in the history of the multiverse. It was like they existed to fulfill a single drive and then be extinguished by their own unlimited potential. It was unfair, unjust. I almost threw up right then and there. 
 
    But I kept reading. I read every page of that book, just to be sure, but I found no assurances or reasons to hope there was any way out of my quandary. If I was going to find an escape clause, it wouldn’t be for free, and I would have to get creative. 
 
    But I couldn’t keep my harem in the dark. I valued my transparency with my girls. Speaking of transparent girls, I said, “Melody, first thing after breakfast, we’re all going to need to have a chat.” 
 
    Her eyes glowed excitedly. “Oohh! Did you find something good?” She saw my eyes and quickly realized her error. “Oh. Shit. Okay, I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    “Thanks, pumpkin,” I nodded, staring vacantly back at the tome now folded shut on my lap. 
 
    She shuddered. “Fuck, that’s so hot.” 
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   W e held our harem meeting off-world, back on Earth—Carmilla’s Earth. We sat together peacefully in a park gazebo, our visages unassuming to the mundane eye due to all the illusions Melody had prepared to obscure us and make us appear to be ordinary college-aged humans to all but one another. 
 
    I held Styria in my arms, cradling her tight against my chest. Every time I held her in my grip, it was a rush—she was so fragile but so beautiful. It was impossible not to hold her but terrifying to think of just how easy it would be for my daughter to be hurt. I wrestled with these conflicting feelings even now as a smile laid claim to my face. 
 
    But when my thoughts returned to the matter at hand, the smile withered and expired. “Right,” I said, sobering myself. I tendered Styria to Carmilla and almost chuckled again to see her coo and gurgle happily to be back in her mother’s arms. “As I’ve told you, I’ve stolen the History of Harem-Magi book from the locked section of the library, and I’ve had a complete read-through.” 
 
    “And?” Dahlia asked, on the edge of her bench. 
 
    “And, there isn’t much in there of interest that we hadn’t already figured out ourselves. But there were three significant takeaways.” 
 
    My women all steeled themselves, sensing the somberness of my tone. I looked up at the domed roof of the gazebo and sighed. 
 
    “The first thing is that Harem-Magi are unique among sorcerers because we possess no ceiling to our powers. Each girl in the harem boosts the threshold, but it’s definitely a quality over quantity situation,” I explained. “Since you are all extremely powerful young sorceresses and a goddess-possessed catgirl—” 
 
    “And a sexy ghost,” Melody interjected. 
 
    I nodded. “And a sexy ghost—I may very well be the most powerful Harem-Magus to ever live given the unique situations that I’ve had to deal with.” 
 
    “Such as absorbing an overpowered future version of yourself,” Memento clarified. 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “Most Harem-Magi took one or two sorceresses, but then populated their harems with human women or non-magical aliens, but due to Esoterica being what it is, and me being the first Harem-Magus to appear since it was founded—” 
 
    “—You had unprecedented access to sorceresses,” Dahlia nodded. “Makes sense.” 
 
    I went on. “The second takeaway is that Dahlia was right when she told me back inside the Primarch Void Worm that if I die, you all die.” 
 
    It went predictably quiet at that until Memento spoke up. “That doesn’t bother me. We’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “That’s actually your job, according to the book—but I can’t help but feel like I’m the one who needs to protect all of you. Maybe it’s just my instinct, but I can’t escape it.” 
 
    “Because you’re a good lover,” Carmilla cooed as she kissed Styria’s soft head. 
 
    “Styria is indeed a result of my harem powers, too,” I added. 
 
    Carmilla looked at me with interest, but the others looked at me with a hunger to hear that. “Go on,” said Melody. 
 
    “As we speculated, me being a Harem-Magus does make it possible for me to impregnate anyone in the harem. Whether that holds true for a ghost and a homunculus, only time will tell, but that’s what the book said in plain language.” 
 
    Dahlia just nodded, but she and Melody exchanged hopeful smiles to hear those words, and that, in turn, made me grin as well. But then there was the last bit. 
 
     I inhaled deeply before continuing on. This was the one I dreaded the most, but also the most important. “Finally, the last and most crucial thing to know is that all Harem-Magi die young. Very young.” 
 
    After the initial gasps, it got so quiet that I could practically hear the footfalls of the ants crawling on the bench beside us. “How young?” Carmilla asked, at last, still smiling faintly. 
 
    “Mid-twenties to early thirties at the absolute latest—and it seemed to depend a lot on their power level.” 
 
    “How so? As in, the stronger you are, the longer you live?” Melody asked hopefully. “If so, then you’ll be—” 
 
    I shook my head, and she stopped cold. “The opposite,” I said. “Meaning I’ll probably die in the next couple of years at the latest. So, my top priority is making sure that we find a way to disconnect you all from me in that time, once everything else is settled.” 
 
    “No,” Dahlia said, her voice stern and lit with a quiet indignance. “I can’t speak for the others, but I’ll die with you, and that’s non-negotiable.” 
 
    “I can’t die,” Carmilla frowned, a bloody tear dropping from her cheek onto Styria’s face. “Who will take care of our baby?” 
 
    “I forbid any of you from dying with me. I’m giving myself a year, maybe less, to figure this out, but you will all be fine, and your survival will be all the legacy I could ask for.” 
 
    Memento slammed her fist into the bench, driving right through it, jolting us all. “No,” she said sternly. “You jumped right to accepting the fact that you’re going to die. Get creative, daddy! Come on! We’ll find a way to survive together, and if I hear you talking about—” Her voice trailed off, and her eyes suddenly took on a faraway look. 
 
    “Mimi?” I called out to her, a bit alarmed. 
 
    “My dad!” she announced. “My dad is a pit fiend, but he also has the blood of an efreet!” 
 
    I winced. “I’m not in a hurry to meet your dad again.” I looked around at the other girls who seemed just as clueless as I was. “Also, what does he have to do with any of this?” 
 
    She grinned with desperate hope. “Efreeti are a kind of genie from hell! He can grant wishes through a contract!” 
 
    “So I have to make a deal with a literal devil?” I asked. I looked at Dahlia, who was already shaking her head. “Hard pass.” 
 
    “But I’m his little girl!” she said. “He’ll do it for me. He’ll give us a good deal. Extending lifespans is a totally standard devil wish.” She crossed her arms at that as if she’d made some kind of point. 
 
    Melody shrugged, floating just overhead. “Would it be so bad to meet with him?” she proposed. “You can always walk away. You’re definitely strong enough to walk away now. Bring Chelsea. She can portal you in and out without you having to take the Headmistress’s gateway, right?” 
 
    I looked at my catgirl, and she nodded. “I’ll need to spend some time channeling with Memento to hone in on her dad’s location. I don’t exactly have every version of Hell bookmarked for a quick portal.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” I asked. Dahlia grabbed my hand and furrowed her brow at me. 
 
    “Dolly, let him make this decision on his own,” Memento pleaded. “I promise I won’t let any harm come to anyone who goes along.” 
 
    “You and Chelsea,” I said, my tone carrying finality. “That’s it. I don’t want anyone else to have to see what that place is like.” 
 
    “Last time you went, it was my fault,” Dahlia said. “I told myself I’d never let you suffer that again.” 
 
    I pried her hand from my wrist and kissed it. “Memento’s right. This is the best chance we have—and it’s right under our noses. We have to try. As much as I hate the idea of going back there, I’m ready.” 
 
    It was the honest truth. With my mind now fortified by magic and training, I could keep the dark thoughts at bay and ward off psychic attacks and charms with ease. With my power boost, it would be a fucking cakewalk compared to last time. 
 
    “In that case,” she said, holding back a sob, “I’m sorry I failed to keep my promise to never let you go back.” 
 
    I couldn’t look at her when she cried, and there was nothing for me to say. I just squeezed her soft hand in apology and hoped it conveyed everything that my words couldn’t. 
 
    “When can we leave?” Memento grinned, turning to Chelsea. 
 
    “Tomorrow, I think,” Chelsea said. “But are you sure this is about Liam, or you?” 
 
    Memento looked genuinely insulted. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I spent the last eight months with you. I know you about as well as anyone else here,” she started. “And I know just how messed up your daddy issues are. I’m sorry if I’m being a bit rude, honey, but—” 
 
    “First of all, fuck you very much for worrying,” the demoness interrupted her. “Yes, this is about Liam. Yes, I am also curious to see my dad, but no, I do not plan on making this trip about me or my needs. This is about our survival. And for the record, part of me wishes my dad were dead for everything he put me through and what he did to Liam. Does that answer your question?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m sorry, Memento. I had to ask.” 
 
    Mimi sighed. “I get it.” 
 
    I frowned. “I really hope this doesn’t end up hurting you more than it helps us,” I said. “I know your intentions are only to save my life, and that’s where your heart is, but I still worry that it’s going to be hard for you to see him.” 
 
    She scratched her arm as she cast a dark look at the ground. “I worry, too,” she confessed. “But it’s what we have to do. It’s the only idea I’ve got.” 
 
    “It’s the only idea any of us has,” Carmilla said. “Just be careful, and let us know if anything goes bad. Waypoint or portal back at the first sign of danger.” 
 
    “So it’s agreed, then?” I asked. “I don’t want to do this unless we’re all agreed we have nothing else to try. We can buy maybe one or two more days before I have to meet with the Headmistress, and it sure would be nice to have this straightened out first so that we can immediately go into hiding together in the aftermath.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Dahlia grumbled. “Just imagine what will happen to the school without her.” 
 
    Memento shared a similar grim countenance as she bit the corner of a long black nail. “Agreed. The whole demiplane might collapse as far as we know.” 
 
    “All those sorcerers left to repel the Void by themselves—” 
 
    “—If that even happens,” I cut them off. “For all we know, there’s already a plan in place, or another Professor who’d be ready to step in and take over.” 
 
    “Right,” Dahlia agreed. “For all we know, everything will be fine.” 
 
    Somehow, though, as I looked around the gazebo at all my beautiful girlfriends, I knew that we all very much doubted it. 
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   T he Pit hadn’t changed. We made our entrance in a corner of Perdition that I wasn’t privy to. As planned, it was Chelsea, Memento, and me. Melody almost came, too, as it was often easier for her to do so than to leave my side, due to our connection, but we decided it’d be safer not to bring a ghost into Hell. They all stayed behind and were waiting for us to return to Dahlia’s room upon completion of our hopefully successful attempt at diplomacy. 
 
    Brimstone wafted up from deep chasms that spilled their gaseous scent through hellish vents, but the magma that coursed in the rivers of this Hell ran as thin and red as boiling blood. 
 
    The ash-gray granite ground sizzled with every step of my boots, and above our heads was a dome-like cavern ceiling with mile-long stalactites that hung over us like a Damocletian threat, ready to fall and kill us at a moment’s notice. 
 
    But they never did fall—that was a lesson I’d already learned. Nothing ever changed here. Day after day, the landscape remained the same. The faces, too. I never once saw another human being in my time in the pit. I only had an attending team of devils, led by my own girlfriend’s dad, singularly dedicated to ensuring that my stay was as filled with mind-rending torment as possible. 
 
    In the distance, I could see lower plateaus floating like strange islands in the sea of boiling blood. On those platforms, naked demons and demonesses tore men and women apart using a variety of imaginative tools and methodologies at their disposal. Each one of them no doubt had the equivalent of a doctoral degree in Torture Science as far as I was concerned. I’d never met a devil in Perdition that wasn’t a master of their craft. 
 
    The screams were the first thing you became aware of as you appeared in Perdition—it wasn’t the smell, nor was it even the sights. Before your mind could comprehend anything else, there were the pleading cries and howls of unbearable suffering and yearning for release—but there was no release here. There was no death. Death did not live in hell. 
 
    I thought it would be hard to return here, but it was easy. The memories came back clearly, but by now, I viewed them as though they’d happened to someone else. I’d honed the magic of mental protection and fortification to mastery, and I suffered not one debilitating flashback as we trudged upon the ashen soil of the pit, crossing over a rope bridge made up of living bodies sewn together, their intestines forming the rope that we were grabbing onto. 
 
    The walk across was unpleasant, but Memento was able to home in on her father’s energy with ease, and we were a few hours away at most. 
 
    It wasn’t that the journey wasn’t traumatic—it was. Maybe it was the magical fortitude, but this time I felt like Hell simply had nothing left of note to show me. It was almost boring. 
 
    Chelsea did not feel the same. She clung to me like a koala to a tree, never letting more than half an inch pass between us. I didn’t mind. Her feminine scent was a welcome respite from the sulfurous odor that poisoned my nostrils the longer we stayed. 
 
    Memento, too, looked on in horror, but she was far more prepared for these things, being half-demon herself. I almost snorted as I wondered to myself if she’d ever gone on any ‘Take Your Daughter to Work’ days with her papa. 
 
    “What are you laughing about?!” Chelsea said, her face twisted in disgust, gaping at me from where she stood. 
 
    “Something stupid,” I shrugged, and we pressed on. 
 
    Soon we approached something like a city—a sight I recognized. A wrought-iron gate stood before us, taller than ten of me, and two beastly, ogre-like monstrosities with the heads of beasts and legs of goats stood guard. The fatter of the two had a scorpion’s tail, while the other bore the tail of a black rattlesnake. 
 
    They saw us approaching and were not in the mood to talk. They charged us wielding gigantic axes of magical obsidian, the likes of which I’d never seen before. 
 
    “Wait!” Memento shouted, holding her hand up. “My father is Mephiston the Painbringer!” 
 
    The demons were clearly unmoved by her namedropping of her father, and honestly, it worked out just fine for me. I raised my wand and incanted the most heinous spell I could manage, and I smirked as the thinner of the two—not especially thin, mind you—fell to his knees, writhing in pain as boils covered his body and his insides leaked out through every orifice. Soon he was juiced, a withered, wrinkled husk—but he wasn’t dead. No one died here. 
 
    The other turned his attention to me. The big, dumb bastard lurched forward and almost got within striking distance before I hurled an Exploding Skull spell with enough force to detonate his chest so that his shattered ribcage and what was left of his heart were exposed to the open stink of the pit. He, too, fell to his knees and slumped over, succumbing to the pain of his debilitation. 
 
    “That was gross as fuck, Liam,” Chelsea hissed at me. 
 
    I smirked and cracked my knuckles. “Believe me when I tell you he had it coming.” 
 
    We made our way through the gates—they opened for us upon our approach. That was what gates did in the pit. There wasn’t usually any reason for security beyond the guards who, from my memory, were also more a part of the torment tour than actual guards. 
 
    The wide-openness of the pit vanished as we walked into the city, and the ceiling hung lower, the stalactites almost reaching the ground in some cases. Sconces fashioned from hollowed-out human skulls were lit with green and yellow lights on every wall and every door. 
 
    The buildings were built from bone, stone, and, in some cases, what appeared to be living flesh, sometimes with visible human faces. As such, it wasn’t all that unusual to hear a building scream in agony every now and then. 
 
    “This place sucks ass,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I’m not looking for a summer home here,” Memento agreed. 
 
    I shrugged. “I imagine the mortgage rates are good.” 
 
    Eventually we came to a structure that I recognized intimately: the Spiked Citadel. We defeated several waves of demons to reach it, but by the time we’d made contact with its gates, we were allowed to pass undisturbed. The cowardly devils were uninterested in being summarily reduced to puddles of gore like their brethren, even if it would only last a day or two. 
 
    And there he was. As the gate opened and we walked into the black stronghold, the first sight we saw was a dozen or so similar demons with subjects stretched upon racks in different sections of the hall and entire teams of demons dedicated to their attention. Many were similar in appearance, though a few were not. 
 
    Memento’s father had a more standard look—red skin, yellow eyes, crimson horns protruding from his forehead—but there were details that made him unmistakable, unforgettable. His horns, for instance, were identical to Memento’s, just a size or two larger. But the most obvious identifier was the inverted cross tattoo on the front of his neck. 
 
    He recognized me. He recognized his daughter. The devil Meophiston stopped his work, handing a sharp implement over to an assistant. 
 
    “Forgive me Cindreloth, but a matter has come forth that requires my undivided attention.” He said this to his partner—a hideous demon woman twice my height with a snake for a tongue. His voice was deep, sexy even, and confident. But it lacked anything resembling joy, even if it showed signs of wit. 
 
    His face was much the same. Intelligent, handsome, but vacant. I had seen him countless times, but seeing him now was like seeing him for the first time all over again. 
 
    “I’m going to guess that you remember me,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “Do you remember your daughter?” 
 
    Another nod. “Of course.” 
 
    “I bet you’re super surprised!” Chelsea gushed, almost giggling—until she noticed the state of the man on the rack, and the giggle became a gag. 
 
    He smirked at her. “An Ultharian of Bast. Remarkable.” 
 
    I turned to look at Memento’s expression. I hadn’t expected the tears to already be streaming down her face. “Is that all you can say?” she asked. “A decade. You left me for a decade.” 
 
    “Is that all? Time is a bit fucked in here. Your friend there can attest to that. Liam, right?” 
 
    I grinned toothily. “You remember me after all.” 
 
    “I said I did,” he grinned back. “You were a tough bastard back then, and I gather you’re tougher now. But you came here with my little girl, so I’m not entirely sure if you’re after revenge, or about to ask me for my daughter’s hand in marriage.” 
 
    I scoffed. “I feel like you’re pretty far from deserving that courtesy.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he agreed. “So what’ll it be, then? Would you like to put me on the rack for a change? It might be nice. Something different at least.” 
 
    I considered it. “Maybe on a return trip.” 
 
    Memento spoke up. “We’re here to offer a deal.” 
 
    The devil Mephiston perked up immediately. So did his followers. “A deal, you say? With you or Liam?” 
 
    “With me,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “I’m interested. I could be a Duke of Perdition with your power. Could maybe bring your mother back, Mimi.” 
 
    “What?” she said softly, her voice a confused whimper. 
 
    “What kind of deal did you have in mind?” he asked, taking a few more steps forward. 
 
    “Liam is a Harem-Magus,” Memento started. 
 
    He sneered. “And you’re one of his harem girls, is that it?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    “I think I have the right to know who my baby girl is dating!” he complained, and I suddenly found the family drama to be absurd, given the setting. “Is he good to you?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s great,” she said. “Now—” 
 
    “Look me in the eye and shake my hand, Liam. Mimi, tell him it’s safe.” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s safe. We’ll need to do it for him to appraise you and accept the deal anyway.” 
 
    I sighed and reached my hand out, gripping his coarse, calloused palm. I felt every detail about my soul being revealed to him in an instant, and I saw his eyes go wide and glow brightly as he understood just what I was. 
 
    “Damn, boy. Yeah, I’ll make that deal.” 
 
     He looked at Memento. “And Mimi, I approve. But are you using protection?” 
 
    “Dad!” she blushed. “You don’t have the right to ask that! And you’re just going to talk to me like that after ten years of abandonment?!” 
 
    He frowned. “I didn’t want to go,” he said. “I was summoned to fulfill my role. The reprieve I took to be with your mom...it was never going to last. I honestly never thought I’d see you again. I certainly never thought you’d walk right through the front door of the Spiked Citadel.” He chuckled at that. “My little lady is all grown up. Daddy’s so proud.” 
 
    “You’re not my daddy anymore,” she scowled. “That title goes to Liam.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to blush. 
 
    “What the hell is this fucking conversation?” Chelsea murmured, mouth agape. “This is worse than my family’s Thanksgiving dinners.” 
 
    Mephiston looked at me with a very complex expression. “Let’s get back to business, then,” he said. “So—you’ve got a problem. You’re going to die in fourteen months and five days, and your harem is going to die, too. Including my baby girl. Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    “That’s some handshake you got there, pops,” I said, nodding. 
 
    “A Devil’s Handshake is one of the most powerful aura-reading tools in all of creation,” he said, licking his lips. 
 
    Memento chimed in hopefully. “So, in the name of saving our father-daughter relationship, would you be willing to extend his lifespan and let him keep his soul?” 
 
    He turned his head to look at her, but it quickly went back to me. “That strikes me as a damn foolish thing for a devil to do, wouldn’t you say so, Liam?” 
 
    “Depends how much you love your daughter, I guess,” I said, meeting his gaze. 
 
    He sighed. “I loved her mother more.”  
 
    Chelsea gasped, but Memento just balled her fists.  
 
    “But I will offer you a compromise. A smart, powerful man like you with a solid concept of exactly how bad Hell is—you’ll never trade your soul for eternity. As powerful as you are, I won’t even need it for that long. I’ll give you… One thousand years of life for one hundred years in the pit.” 
 
    I cringed. Memento reached out and slapped her father in the face, but he didn’t waver an inch. He was built like a rock. 
 
    “Take it or leave it,” he shrugged. 
 
    I looked at Chelsea, who was biting her lip and shaking her head. Memento was busy shooting optical daggers into her dad’s face to notice me trying to gauge her opinion. 
 
    I sighed. “One thousand years is a long time.” 
 
    “And only one hundred years in the pit—local time.” 
 
    I nodded. “I think that might be manageable. Will it be as painful as last time? Or worse?” 
 
    “Worse in some ways,” he said cocking his head to one side as he stared at me, trying to decide if I was really about to accept the deal. “Better in others. Much better. But I’m forbidden to discuss these matters.” 
 
    “Fifty years in the pit, five hundred years of life. Scale the whole thing down. And we can make addendums when we visit for the holidays as needed,” I chuckled. 
 
    He actually laughed at that. “Now that’s a good deal,” he said, slapping my back. 
 
    “What?! Liam, no!” Memento howled. “No! Don’t do this! That’s too much!” 
 
    I shook my head and gave her a tight-lipped grimace. “Sorry,” I said. “I’m not letting you die. This is the only way. It was your idea to come here.” I looked at Mephiston, who was beaming with excitement. “How do we do this?” 
 
    “For a deal as straightforward as this, a handshake is good enough,” he stated. “I, Mephiston, Lord of the Spiked Citadel of Pain, grant Liam Elloway five hundred years of life, barring death by unnatural causes, in exchange for fifty years of servitude in the pit, his girls all excluded.” 
 
    “Servitude?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh yes, boy. I’ve got big plans for you. Now, take the deal.” He extended his palm, and I took it. 
 
    “No!” Memento said, grabbing our wrists and trying to pull them apart, but with a surge, I knew it was too late. The deal was made. 
 
    I let out a forlorn sigh. A pyrrhic victory if ever there was one, but a victory nonetheless. 
 
    “We’ll send Christmas cards,” I said. 
 
    He grinned. “Visit anytime.” 
 
    *** 
 
    To a chorus of objections and sobs, I delivered the news of the bargain. It was a problem solved and a new problem gained. Still—we had five hundred years to decide what to do about this new problem, and that, to me, would have to be marked as a positive for now. 
 
    “All of this assumes we even survive that long,” Carmilla complained. Dahlia was holding Styria, giving my gorgeous vampiress a break for a bit. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, that’s true. But we will. I promise.” 
 
    “We’re dealing with powerful opponents, sweety,” Dahlia said, looking up at me from where she cradled my baby. “You can’t promise that.” 
 
    “I can, and I do,” I insisted. “We’ll be alright.” 
 
    Melody let out an exaggerated whine. “I’m so tired of shit happening. Can shit just not happen for a while?” 
 
    I laughed. “Somehow, I think that’s not going to be in the cards for us in the near future.” 
 
    Memento was sitting in the corner, looking traumatized by everything that had happened. 
 
    “Mimi, honey,” I said, reaching a hand out for her. She reached hers out to me and took mine, pouting sadly. “It’s going to be alright. And, hey, that talk with your dad could’ve gone way worse, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “I still miss him,” she confessed. “Even after what he did to you. I feel like such a traitor.” 
 
    I frowned. “Hey, I kind of liked the cut of his jib, even after what he did to me, so let’s call it even.” 
 
    A weak smile cracked through her tears. “What’s next on the agenda?” 
 
    I looked around the room, making eye contact with them all. They knew full well what was next, and it was time to stop delaying the inevitable. I took a deep breath, exhaled, then took another one. Looking squarely in Melody’s ghostly face, I said only two words. “It’s time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 3-26 
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   T he literal fateful day had arrived, and I found myself terrified in spite of everything. I knew full well that there was no way the Headmistress could undo my plans, could outwit me at this moment. I knew her powers because they were already inside me, absorbed from the original timeline of the first Liam who’d defeated her. 
 
    No, there was nothing she was capable of that could be a trump card in our exchange, and yet I was scared. Terrified, even. There was always a chance, albeit small, that there was some variable, some minor factor that I hadn’t taken into account. There was always the chance that things could go wrong somehow—for they always seemed to. 
 
    And yet, despite everything, every terrible failure, every loss, I was still here, and so were all of my girls. I never truly lost a single one of them. In fact, our trip to the Dreamlands left us all stronger than ever before—and with one more in our ranks. 
 
    So why couldn’t I escape this dread? It was enough for me to seek answers from Dahlia. 
 
    “Dolly, honey,” I started, eyeing her in her infinite beauty, “Do you sense anything off about today?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I do a divinatory ritual every morning. If there’s something about to happen that’s unexpected, I’m not picking up on it.” 
 
    “What could account for that?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged and bit her lip as she thought about it. “Well, if it originated outside of this demiplane, it’d probably be out of the scope of my spell—but the same could be said for you unless you found yourself connected to something external that was bringing on this feeling.” 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t know of any such connections,” I said. 
 
    “Except Bast,” Chelsea chimed in. She was curled up at my feet as I sat on the edge of my bed. “But she’s fine. She’s still inside me, so I know.” 
 
    That was a nice reassurance to have, I suppose. “I don’t think what I’m feeling is related to Bast,” I said. 
 
    “So, what do you want to do?” Carmilla wondered aloud, looking at me with a tired smile as she nursed little Styria. 
 
    “I’m ready for this, Liam,” Melody insisted. “Don’t make me wait any longer!” 
 
    I nodded. “We’ve come too far to get cold feet now. Let’s just be careful.” 
 
    Memento looked nervous, too, though. “Walk us through your plan one more time, baby,” she said calmly, though her voice was also a bit shaky. She’d been through more than most these last few days, and I could understand the nerves. Fuck, I shared them. 
 
    I swallowed a ball of anxiety that clung to the back of my throat and started talking. “Right,” I said, “The plan is simple. Liam 2 told me the way he defeated the Headmistress last time, and there’s no reason it shouldn’t work for me.” 
 
    “Which is?” Memento pressed. “Remind me.” 
 
    I nodded. “I was going to. Basically, I let her inhabit my body, and we become one—but it takes time for her consciousness to fully overwrite my own.” 
 
    Dahlia looked anxious now as I shifted my gaze to her. “I don’t like the idea of you just handing your body over to her,” she pointed out. “That sounds very stupid.” 
 
    “But Melody is the key,” I continued. “Melody will possess her, and the same way she drew Nyarlathotep to the surface of Randolph’s mind—” 
 
    “Which turned out great for all involved,” Carmilla balked sarcastically. 
 
    But I didn’t let that stop me. “—She’ll draw me out.” I paused. “Shit, is this a terrible plan?” 
 
    “Yes,” at least two of them said in unison. 
 
    “But I think it will work,” Melody rebutted. “I know I’m capable of something like that, provided there aren’t any surprises waiting for us.” 
 
    “We did just give Eliza Waite the better part of nine fucking months to prepare,” Dahlia sighed. “I’m sure she won’t be going in half-assed.” 
 
    “She will definitely be full-assing it,” Chelsea giggled. Of them all, she had less of a concept of the gravity of the situation. She’d never even met the Headmistress. I let the comment go unremarked. 
 
    “I don’t know what else to do. She is calling upon me to collect what I owe her.” I sighed. “We just have to have faith.” 
 
    “We need a backup plan, not faith,” Memento said. “And I’ve got an idea for a failsafe.” 
 
    I looked at her. “I’m listening, obviously.” 
 
    She grinned. Her skin was starting to tint red after her visit to the pit, and her eyes were transitioning to yellow, as though she were becoming even more like the demon form I’d created for her—permanently. It was a good look, so I didn’t mind. 
 
    “Liam, Jr. has undergone some major upgrades. I think I could make him a backup body for your soul in case it goes wrong. Melody, if you can’t bring his soul to the forefront, there’s a spell you can try to cast while inside him.” She held up a scroll for the ghost girl. “Memorize this and incant it when you’re inside him if the Headmistress looks like she’s winning. It’ll eject his soul from his body temporarily, but from there, I can redirect it into Liam, Jr.” 
 
    I looked at Dahlia. She was as beautiful as always, even though she, too, was technically in the body of a homunculus. Hell—so was I. This whole time, I was probably just the suped-up version of the original Memento’s Liam, Jr. The thought gave me the chills, like I was dancing on my own grave. Still—it also brought a measure of comfort. She’d pulled this kind of thing off before. She could do it again. 
 
    We all agreed to the backup plan, but I still prayed it wouldn’t be necessary. The lot of us moved out to the balcony to have one final look of Esoterica’s alien sky before I marched in and conquered the Headmistress once and for all. 
 
    Today that sky was a vivid, swirling purple lit by technicolor stars. Off in the distance, I could see the high mesa upon which the pentagram sat—that pentagram upon which I had arrived to Esoterica for the first time, made love to Carmilla for the first time, and met my doppelganger—or rather, the original version of myself. It was such an important location in my life, and yet it looked so innocuous and unassuming from here, just a little speck hugging the horizon. 
 
    The grounds of Esoterica were intense and stunning, reminding me vaguely of the Dreamlands where Chelsea befriended the Cats of Ulthar and gained her portal powers. Where my daughter was born. I smiled, looking over at my beautiful girlfriend as she held our child. 
 
    I wanted more like that child. I did still have love left to give. Even as my hate for the Headmistress continued to blossom, I knew that my love was not finite. There would always be enough for my women, for my child—children, as I knew it would become. 
 
    “How do you all feel about having kids one day?” I asked. 
 
    “Pretty sure I can’t, as a ghost,” Melody frowned. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not accepting that. If you want children, we’ll have them. 
 
    Carmilla grinned. “I’m undead, and I had a baby, so there you go,” she giggled. 
 
    Melody’s face showed something like hope as I saw her eyes go wide and I could tell she was chewing on her lip excitedly. 
 
    “I’m in a similar boat,” Dahlia frowned. “My body has no womb. I’m a homunculus, not a person.” 
 
    I shook my head, “You’re a person. Your body is a homunculus. Don’t confuse yourself with your body.” I leaned in and kissed her. “We’ll find a way.” 
 
    Memento chimed in. “Well, I’m fucking ready, so fill me up with demon babies whenever you’ve got the urge.” 
 
    I laughed. “I wasn’t planning on it having to be so soon,” I said. “But once we take care of the Headmistress, we should have some time to talk about some things.” 
 
    The Headmistress’s office loomed just beneath where we stood upon the balcony. We clung to the balustrade, leaning forward upon it, all of us looking at the edifice in silence. 
 
    “Bast definitely wants us to breed,” Chelsea chimed in, coming behind me. She rubbed herself against me and purred into my ear. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    She giggled. “I want what she wants.” 
 
    “It’s settled then,” I said. “After we take Eliza down, that’ll be our next challenge. Agreed?” 
 
    Mumbles and words of agreement rang out sonorously from each of my girls. 
 
    And then something happened that had never happened in the demiplane of Esoterica before—an earthquake. 
 
    The tower beneath us started shaking, and my eyes met Dahlia’s first. Her starry eyes were wide with worry as she thought back to my premonition, no doubt. 
 
    And then the sky quaked. A thousand cracks and fissures appeared in the air around us, but it wasn’t a localized phenomenon. Similar green and purple fissures were opening all over the school grounds. 
 
    “Void Things?” Melody squeaked, her voice trembling with sudden terror. “But how?!” 
 
    Something was very wrong—that went without saying, but this was an apocalyptic scenario by the look of it. I looked at my girls, and they to me. 
 
    “We need to go,” I said. “Chelsea. Portal out of here?” 
 
    She nodded, lifting her hand up and extending a claw. “I need a minute, though. There’s something strange—” 
 
    The sounds of thunder roared, but it wasn’t thunder at all—it was the bellow of the demiplane being ripped apart as a thousand Void Things spilled from the eldritch fissures. Students and professors alike poured out from the buildings to see what was the matter and were promptly ripped apart, consumed, or otherwise dominated. There was no mistaking this. It was the end of Esoterica playing out in front of us. 
 
    “I don’t think we have a ton of time,” I said, “Uther, the crown!” 
 
    My fox appeared by my side with the crown in his jaws. He wordlessly looked up at me in one of his more miniature forms. I snatched it, and he gave a bit of resistance but let me do so. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Dahlia asked. “Chelsea, how much time do you actually need?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she said. “There’s some really powerful shit at play here, and it’s interfering with Bast’s power.” 
 
    “Outer Gods,” I grumbled, looking around for our enemy. “Randy’s here.” 
 
    At once, we all stood up straight at the mention of his name and the realization that this had to be his doing. As if on cue, a mighty crack sounded from behind us as a purple tear in reality split wide open, and three robed figures appeared with glowing purple eyes and flowing tentacles coming from the base of their garments. 
 
    Randolph, Brian, and Evelyn. 
 
    “But why?” Dahlia asked, her voice shaky with confusion and fear. “The Outer Gods and the Void shouldn’t be working together!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I said. It was all I could contribute. “Here we fucking go.” 
 
    We’d all pivoted to face our would-be assailants as they stepped out of their respective cracks. Chaos was all around us, the sounds of screams, thunderous crashes, and the groaning of Void Things invading and filling the demi-plane beyond reasonable capacity. 
 
    “Randolph,” I said. “This isn’t the way things need to be.” 
 
    The voice that came back was much darker than his, as I’d expected. “Your friends are gone. Their minds have been destroyed. Their souls are absorbed. You speak, now and forever, to Nyarlathotep when you see this face. Do not forget it.” 
 
    I grimaced and looked at my girls. My fists tightened around the crown and my wand as I saw the terrified looks on their faces. My baby was crying, and her mother was frantically trying to shush her. I felt power and anger welling up inside my chest. 
 
    “And who are you?” I asked the body that once was Brian’s, trying to buy time to think of a plan to best put my fury to use. 
 
    “You speak to Yog-Sothoth. I am the gate.” The voice was somehow more distorted and darker than Nyarlathotep’s, like a dozen deep voices speaking into an electric fan in unison. Brian’s arm was somehow regenerated—or it appeared to be. It was an insignificant detail given everything else going on, but I noticed it nonetheless. 
 
    I turned my head to Evelyn. “I am Shub-Niggurath, the goat with one thousand young.” 
 
    I nodded. “Lovely,” I said. “If you’d be so kind, we’d like to go.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Nyarlathotep grinned. “But didn’t you have an appointment today?” The severed head of Eliza Waite fell abruptly from one of the ruptures in the sky, landing at my feet. “Well, it looks as though it was canceled anyway. Still—you’ll find that your Ultharian host of Bast is unable to create portals in the presence of Yog-Sothoth.” 
 
    “I am the gate,” that deep voice repeated. 
 
    I scowled. “We established that.”  
 
    Nyarlathotep studied me for a moment—I could feel those eldritch eyes pressing against my aura. “You’ve extended your lifespan, just as I knew you would. The pieces are in place.” He didn’t seem happy about that, not quite frowning, but the tone of his blasphemous voice was darker, thicker with profane energy as he made the observation. 
 
    My girls were silent, spells at the ready, waiting for a sign that things were about to get ugly. Their teeth were gritted, their jaws clenched, but I had only the faintest of milliseconds to check in on them. 
 
    “You’ve obviously got something you’d like to discuss,” I pointed out. It wasn’t exactly wild speculation. “Otherwise, we’d already be fighting.” 
 
    Nyarlathotep grinned, his purple eyes hauntingly bright as he stared back at me. “You aren’t wrong. We’re here to deprive you of your prize,” he said, gesturing at the decapitated head of the Headmistress that sat on the ground, still gaping up at me. Her eyes were glassy and cold, a look of shock on her face. “But we’re also here to talk.” 
 
    “Fighting isn’t exactly off-limits,” Shub Niggurath echoed. Her voice was higher, more feminine, but still distorted and rank with cosmic evil. Nyarlathotep seemed unpleased by her interruption, casting a wayward glance at her before returning it to me, not acknowledging her words in any other way. 
 
    “I suppose you think you have me by the balls,” I said. “But I’m not as weak as I was the last time you saw me.” 
 
    “I’m… well aware,” the Outer God in Randy’s body said, almost frowning. “It is why I would like to speak first.” 
 
    “So… you’re afraid,” Memento smirked. 
 
    “Be careful, girl,” Nyarlathotep warned her. “In an instant, I could make you a puddle of viscera.” 
 
    “I could do the same to you,” I warned him. 
 
    He looked back at me and didn’t say a word as he chewed on my threat, the purple eyes scanning my outline to determine its veracity. 
 
    Yog-Sothoth chimed in next. “We do not wish for there to be a final battle,” he said. “Allow us to destroy the multiverse and remake it in our image. In return, we shall set aside one hundred universes for you that will go unblemished. This can be done when the stars are right.” 
 
    That was a tempting offer, given the circumstances. But if they were willing to negotiate, it was quite possibly I who had them by the balls, not vice versa. 
 
    I pondered that silently as I trained my gaze on each of their expressions, but it was useless. These things were far beyond humanity—but the fact that I could understand their voices now without cringing in pain like I did back on the Voidship mission to Gulgothra… that showed my progress in a way that was very real, very palpable. 
 
    I smirked. “That’s an attractive offer—but you gave your word about leaving Randolph’s body alone for… how long was it, girls?” 
 
    “Seven human lifetimes,” Dahlia seethed, clenching her fists. 
 
    “I made that promise freely under no duress. There was no binding contract—I owed you nothing.” 
 
    “And there would be a contract now?” I asked, my pitch elevated by my curiosity. 
 
    “We are capable of such things through rituals. Our terms are simple. Give us the child. In return, you get—” 
 
    My eyes blazed with wrath at the mere notion of such a thing. “You’ve lost me already, motherfucker,” I said. “If you lay a single inky tentacle on my baby girl, I promise you that even an Outer God like you will know pain and fear.” 
 
    He paused. “Are you done?” he asked defiantly, though I knew I had made my point. 
 
    “Say your peace. You know where I stand.” 
 
    “Very well. We will take the child, and in return, you will be granted your own corner of the multiverse—insulated and preserved, where the Elder Gods may retreat. No final battle is necessary. Only the child.” 
 
    “I think he was perfectly clear about his stance on that,” Carmilla growled at him. She, too, wasn’t buckling in pain from perceiving their words. None of my girls were, save for Chelsea—but it could have been because she felt weak when cut off from Bast’s portal powers. I hoped for Nyarlathotep’s sake that I wouldn’t find that she was in extreme pain. 
 
    “Consider it, human,” Yog-Sothoth bellowed. The chorus of deep voices that spoke when his mouth moved was full of slime and thick with power. 
 
    “There’s nothing to consider,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Aren’t you at least curious as to why?” Shub-Niggurath asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Let me guess. The new multiverse needs new Elder Gods. My child will be the first. Am I right?” 
 
    “Something like that,” slithered Nyarlathotep. He even smiled. “Not far off at all.” 
 
    “I’m not interested,” I said. “So, my one remaining question is this: what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    All three of the Outer Gods set their gaze fully upon me, but it was Nyarlathotep that spoke. “The only thing there is to do. The final battle will proceed—when the stars are right.” 
 
    I looked at my harem and witnessed their fear steadying into resolve as they sensed my confidence. I grinned at each of them and gripped the crown tight, raising it to my head.  
 
    I looked up at the sky, or what was left of it. By now, it was mostly cracks in the fabric of the demiplane’s celestial makeup, and I knew the domain of Esoterica couldn’t hold for long. But beyond those tears, the alien constellations still glimmered down at me, bestowing upon me their blessing. I placed the crown atop my head. “The stars look pretty good to me.” 
 
    

  

 
    


   
   
 Chapter 4-1 
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   T he mystical domain of Esoterica was in shambles. Fragments of the arcane demiplane gave way to Void infestation all around me, wispy black particles floating through the air like shards of broken glass. The three Outer Gods, in possession of the bodies of my friends, glowered down upon me from where they loomed. Their forms constantly shifted and warped as their tendrils and grotesque features writhed and contorted blasphemously. Malformed as they were, they defied simple description. 
 
    The stars of Esoterica seemed to fade and fall from the sky, replaced by new, duller constellations that I had never seen before. They seemed unnervingly alien, unwelcome guests that forced themselves in through the backdoor. All the while an eerie wind began to blow, raising a great cloud of ethereal dust and debris. I felt myself pulled into action towards the Outer Gods whose terrible eyes were fixed on me, whose faces and forms became ever more bestial, ever more unnamable. 
 
    They had threatened my child with abduction, told me of their desire to add her power to their own numbers—but I would not abide by it. And now, as the maelstrom of reality-shattering magic reached its peak and the Outer Gods’ eyes grew even more malevolent, I knew what must be done. With silent incantations, I brought forth the full brunt of my powers and directed them against the enemy. 
 
    All around me were the viscous popping sounds of boiling flesh as the Void Things that had invaded Esoterica began to rupture. They were first—and easy. I raised a protective arcane barrier around myself and the girls as an act of providence for the Outer Gods’ inevitable reprisal. 
 
    Carmilla, with our child Styria in her arms, hissed and extended her hand. A blood-red beam of vampiric energy reached out and grabbed hold of Shub-Niggurath’s body—Evelyn’s body, whom the evil Outer God had possessed. It didn’t look like Evelyn anymore, though—what shreds of resemblance it once had to our friend had been utterly cast off like heavy manacles. 
 
    Dahlia, I realized suddenly, had phased into her Void Form. Even with the Void’s essence removed from her body, she was still able to call upon it thanks to our connection and her master of Void magic. Memento had also charged up her full demonic power, both of them having done so at my psychic urging. Their bodies surged with all their witching might, undeniable even to the likes of the cosmic gods before us. These were my girls, after all. Only the best. 
 
    Melody seemed on edge, though, uncertain if she should hang back and protect the more vulnerable Chelsea, who had no powers of her own other than her potent portal magic, or if she should safeguard Carmilla and Styria. She hovered between them, ready to do whatever seemed correct in the moment. I appreciated the initiative and conscientious deliberation. 
 
    Nyarlathotep showed nothing on his face—if he even had feelings in the traditional sense—but his whole aura seemed to broadcast a general dislike for my aggression. It was also a stretch to call anything that he possessed at the current moment a face. He was an amorphous conglomeration of teeth and tongue, shifted entirely away from Randy’s familiar visage. 
 
    Good, I thought. Randy’s face, flawed as he was, was too good for Nyarlathotep. 
 
    Still, the Outer God and first herald hadn’t wanted to come to blows when he came here—he wanted my little girl. He thought he could trade a corner of the multiverse for Styria, and that was his folly. 
 
    “I am the gate,” gurgled Yog-Sothoth, his voice like a hundred deep voices talking in an echo chamber, each syllable sloshing in a way that inspired disgust and an unquenchable loathing.  
 
    But my hatred was never easy to quench. 
 
    A portal started to open up in front of him, a plum-colored crack in the shredded tapestry of this deteriorating demiplane, and I knew they meant to make an escape. 
 
    My hand clenched tightly around the handle of my wand. “You came here,” I said, growling low, “planning to take my child, wearing the corpses of my friends, telling me their souls are gone. How dare you?” 
 
    “You speak such brazen words to the Outer Gods,” said Nyarlathotep, even as he readied his retreat. “Learn your place, or be put in it!” 
 
    A weak bluff. 
 
    Still, a slick black tentacle shot out of his mouth, lashing out at my barrier. The eldritch appendage ripped a hole in the mystical fabric of my shield. Following that, a slimy mockery of a hand reached out from the body that once was Randolph’s, and I felt my skin scorching as the Outer God tried to burn me alive with his own dark magic, but I shrugged off the assault. 
 
    With my skin still tingling and sizzling, I committed to this course of action and let the crown activate atop my head. Gasps rang out from behind me as the girls had ceased their own assaults against the Void Things that were attempting to come for the platform we were standing on. The invading monsters hoped to expel us into the emptiness between worlds. I wouldn’t have that. 
 
    I lunged through my own shield, letting it instead wrap more tightly and densely around the girls. I faced the Outer Gods head-on. A Necrotic Nova of entropic energy emitted from my wand, striking all three of the Outer Gods, illuminating their teeming flesh with a sickly green light. I watched their skin crackle and wither and hug their bones more tightly. 
 
    A tentacle controlled by Yog-Sothoth lashed out as the three Outer Gods took to the sky. I followed them in pursuit, flying into the air. 
 
    Be careful, Liam. Don’t lose yourself. That was Uther, ever the voice of reason. But I didn’t need a reason for this. 
 
    A black bolt of something like lightning left my wand, striking Yog-Sothoth in the chest, causing him to erupt into a thousand messy pieces—though he wasn’t dead. Far from it, really, but he’d remember that next time he thought about wrapping a tentacle around one of my limbs. 
 
    Shub-Niggurath breezed past me, lurching toward Dahlia, descending as my starchild lover blasted Void Things left and right with powerful rays of golden light. But Dahlia noticed at the last moment that the Outer God hosted by Evelyn’s—her friend’s—body was about to attack. 
 
    Dahlia White did not live up to her name at that moment, as black vein-like patterns appeared on her skin, and her hair went from ghostly white to dark as night. Her starlit eyes—maintained by an illusion, admittedly—also succumbed to this blackening. It was so intense that even the air around her seemed to grow shadowy and full of penetrating gloom. 
 
    Dahlia took control of the Void Things surrounding her. A dozen of them stopped what they were doing to focus on Shub-Niggurath, grabbing the Outer God by each of her limbs and pulling—but Shub-Niggurath wasn’t so easily defeated. In her rage, she let out a bloodcurdling, blasphemous howl, causing every Void Thing remaining to burst. 
 
    “Fool!” Nyarlathotep scolded her. “How shall we erase this plane without the creatures of the Void?!” 
 
    Shub-Niggurath realized her mistake too late. By that time, her guard was down, so I pivoted to her and flicked my wrist in her general direction, causing her to blister and pop. Her essence, as with Yog-Sothoth, immediately started recovering, pooling back together, but the form that it assembled no longer looked human at all. It would take more to end them, but I promised myself I would find a way. 
 
    “Enough!” Nyarlathotep shouted, his voice shaking what little was left of the ground around us. “He has rejected our bargain. Into the portal!” 
 
    The half-broken shapes of Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath followed Nyarlathotep into the spinning rupture that Yog-Sothoth had summoned just before I turned him to mush. They filed into the portal, and it closed behind them almost instantly, spiraling into itself until it was only a crack in the air. 
 
    Suddenly, I was nothing but rage. I tried to follow them in, but I couldn’t. The crown was still on my head, but I had nothing to direct this power to, no outlet for my fury. I roared, so loud that it somehow seemed to reverberate in the coming nihility of Esoterica’s fractured shell, echoing off nothing. 
 
     Our towering dorm building was all that was left of Esoterica. Everyone else had died, having been torn to pieces or consumed by Void Things. The library was gone—its infinite secrets scattered into the ether, lost to the black vacuum between dimensions. Even the Headmistress was dead, and I was robbed of my revenge, not to mention my final prize. I should have absorbed her, assimilated her power, trapped her essence eternally. I missed out on that power, and the sudden reminder of that fact filled me with even more unmitigable fury. 
 
    I screamed again, feeling my strength continue to swell. Bits of the tower the girls were on broke and fell free from the force of my shout, but I couldn’t stop. 
 
    Liam, it’s over, Uther said. They’re gone. Come back to your women. 
 
    I heard him, but I couldn’t accept it. The hate, the power, both of those intensities mounted inside me to heights I had never dared dream of—I wanted to destroy something, to kill something. 
 
    I roared again, and my girls covered their ears. They had gone back to their original forms. That was a shocking enough sight, seeing my action cause them discomfort, but the final straw was seeing Carmilla’s ears bleeding as she chose to cover Styria’s ears in lieu of her own. 
 
    “Liam!” she shouted up to me. “Please, come back to us! Take off the crown!” 
 
    My face went blank. I reached up toward the crown, but at the last second my hand jerked away—that was when Melody did what she had to. 
 
    “Sorry, baby,” she said. “I’m going in.” 
 
    Melody jumped inside my head, her ghostly blue body merging with my own, and I let myself cede some degree of control over to her. She was either strong or simply in sync enough with me to pull this operation off. Whatever the case, it worked. With her aid, I felt my consciousness coming back to me, control being wrestled away from the crown. I ripped it off my head and panted like a dog under a summer sun. 
 
    “Oh, thank the Elder Gods,” Memento said with a sigh. 
 
    “Now what?” Carmilla asked, cradling the crying baby in her arms. She didn’t bother to wipe the blood from her ears. I felt sick to my stomach with guilt at what I’d done, fixing the crown to my hip. 
 
    Melody left my body and pecked me on the cheek, her lips phasing into my skin. The cold ethereal press of her lips pulled me back to what mattered. We both landed on the ground, standing among the others. Well, she floated. 
 
    I looked at them as they stared back at me. Before any of them could make their own suggestions, I declared my intention. “Now I go after them,” I said. “Chelsea, can you reopen that portal?” I braced myself for the storm, tightening up at the shoulders, knowing damn well that that would not be a popular idea. 
 
    “You’re a fucking looney tune if you think I’m gonna do that, Liam Elloway,” she hissed, rolling her eyes as aggressively as any sassy college girl. I couldn’t hold back a smile at the familiar gesture. It reminded me of the time in university when I begged her for her notes for Chemistry class three hours before an exam. 
 
    Still, I forced myself to get solemn. “I’m two hundred percent serious. Open that portal, and I’ll head in and chase them down.” 
 
    “And then what?” Carmilla asked shrilly. “You’re a dog chasing a car. What are you gonna do if you catch it? You can’t kill them!” 
 
    “I can hurt them,” I said. 
 
    Hurting them doesn’t get us much, Uther countered, unless you trap them, and I don’t think we’ve got the means for such a maneuver at the moment. 
 
    Melody floated frantic circles around my head, directing my attention to her blue, lissome form. “Listen to the fox,” the ghost girl said. “Attacking them does exactly nothing for you but separate you from us. Chelsea will have to go looking for you, putting her at risk.” 
 
    “I can contact you across worlds,” I said. “I’ll call when it’s safe to ask for a ride home.” 
 
    Even my loyal starchild was turning on me. I looked over at Dahlia and saw the severity of her frown creasing her perfect face. “Liam, knock it off,” she said, “Please, honey, chill. Take a breather. We need to figure out where we’re even going next. Look around.” 
 
    I did look around. There wasn’t much to see—Esoterica was basically gone, save for the dormitory tower we still stood on. Even that had taken damage. 
 
    “Your soulmate knows best,” Memento said, idly grabbing for her horns as if to make sure they were still there. “Come on, daddy, stay with us. We need you.” 
 
    But I was firm. Maybe it was stupid of me, but I wasn’t going to let the Outer Gods go unpunished. They needed to get the memo. “You’re safe here for now,” I told them. “You heard Nyarlathotep. This was their one shot to completely destroy Esoterica. They dragged the Void Things here. They’ll have to regroup and try it again, and they won’t be able to do that if I’m busy hunting them down.” 
 
    The girls exchanged anxious looks. Finally I saw looks of hesitant resignation forming on some of their gorgeous faces. 
 
    “Can you even do it, Chelsea?” Carmilla asked, turning her focus to the orange-tailed catgirl. 
 
    Dahlia sighed. “You can’t seriously be considering—” 
 
    “—I’m not saying I like it,” Carmilla said, “in fact, I absolutely don’t like it. But those things were after Styria, and they’re afraid of Liam. Maybe we can come up with a compromise.” 
 
    “Good, good,” I grunted, “yes. Compromises are good.” 
 
    Carmilla rocked the crying Styria in her arms, looking up at me with an unamused expression. “You’re like a pitbull with that crown on. I say we let the pitbull loose in their yard just long enough to fuck shit up, then call him right back.” 
 
    Chelsea grinned. “I see what you’re saying. Have him hop into the portal to their hideaway or secret sanctum or whatever, he wreaks absolute chaos on their home turf—” 
 
    “—Paying them back for this,” Dahlia said, nodding, as she gestured to the empty vastness of what remained of Esoterica—a single platform with a tower on it overlooking a black, endless abyss of ghostly stars. “He’ll need to use the crown, though.” 
 
    “And that’s risky,” Melody added. “I’ll need to tag along to get the crown off when it’s time.” 
 
    “You’re all insane,” Memento said, firmly shaking her head and making a fist with one hand. “We just had a throwdown with the Outer Gods. We’re lucky to be alive, and now you want to do what?” 
 
    I had to disagree with her assessment. “No, that’s where you’re wrong—they’re lucky to be alive.” 
 
    “Even if we kill one of them, does it matter? That’s one avatar they have out of, what, thousands?” Memento asked. 
 
    “That’s actually not quite correct,” Dahlia said. “I think we were facing their Heralds. Killing them would drive them back into the abyss for a very, very long time, even weakening the rest of their avatars. That’s why they ran away. It’s too much to put at stake.” 
 
    “Right,” Chelsea nodded. “I share some knowledge with Bast, and this fits with my understanding as well. The Outer Gods and Elder Gods have Heralds that are their links to the multiverse. If the Outer Gods succeed at their mission, they destroy the portions of the multiverse where the Elder Gods have the most power—which is almost all of it. Then, they remake everything in their own image.” 
 
    “Their image is shitty,” I grunted. “They were ugly motherfuckers.” 
 
    “You’re swearing in front of the baby,” Carmilla said, scowling at me as she clutched Styria closer to her breast, covering her ears again, but for very different reasons than last time. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk. “I don’t think we’ll be able to trace their portal forever. Come on, Chelsea,” I urged her with a sobering snap of my fingers, “let’s take the Outer Gods to Pound Town.” 
 
    “I’ve heard you use that as a euphemism for sex before,” Dahlia said, narrowing her starry eyes at me as her silver hair blew in the cosmic breeze. “I sure hope that’s not what we’re talking about now.” 
 
    Chelsea closed her eyes and extended her hand. The opening that Yog-Sothoth had created, and that the three evil entities had escaped through, was expanding again, though I could tell from the strained look on her face that it was a great effort for my catgirl. 
 
    “Chelsea,” Dahlia gasped, “your nose is bleeding.” 
 
    Chelsea ignored her concern. “Go!” she said, “I can’t hold it for much longer! I’ll find you in a few minutes!” 
 
    I nodded. “Just long enough to put the fear in them,” I said, grinning. I stared into the purple rip in the fabric of reality as it oozed a noxious aroma that probably should have been enough to turn me away at once. But I could not be dissuaded. 
 
    “I’m going in,” I said, crown in hand.

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-2 
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   T he portal to the realm of the Outer Gods was not like those normally summoned by Chelsea. As I entered inside, I felt psychic tendrils probing and lancing at my sanity, trying to break down my barriers and enter me. But they were too weak; I could hold out against them as long as I wanted to. Melody, though, was having a rougher time. 
 
    “Look at me, Melody!” I shouted at her. “Focus!” 
 
    Her eyes were wild, bulging as she clawed at her face and attempted to rip out locks of her own hair. Mercifully, as a ghost, no damage she did to herself would be lasting, at least not physically. But psychologically, I feared for her. 
 
    “It burns, Liam!” she screeched, “I’m—” she failed to finish that thought, her eyes somehow going even wider and pained as her mouth froze in a silent scream. The red walls of the portal chamber convulsed arrhythmically, as if in pain themselves. And then they began to crack apart, like the surface of a frozen pond, hiding horrors just beneath. It was at that moment that I noticed those monstrosities lurking beyond the veil of the portal as we tumbled through—gargantuan behemoths whose shapes and sizes defied all attempts at description. 
 
    Melody had seen them before I did, and her mind was suffering the consequences. My mental fortitude, enhanced by hard-earned wizardry, was able to endure the sights, but even I found myself recoiling as the horrific, many-eyed faces watched as we passed by. 
 
    “Focus on me, Mel,” I said in a whisper, “We’re almost through.” 
 
    She nodded, shifting her frightened gaze to my face. That’s when we both became conscious of the sounds. A great wailing like the moaning of an undersea behemoth came from beyond the portal walls, accompanied by the slow, rolling thunder of distant drumming. The sounds seemed to echo off the dark recesses of Melody’s mind, each singular beat making her writhe and whip her head in swelling fear. 
 
    And then we made it through, but it was truly a case of ‘out of the frying pan, into the fire.’ We beheld nonsensical sights, mountains that spat in the face of gravity, curling and bending at unnatural angles, in colors that could not be assigned any human word. The sky—if it could be called a sky—was a living conglomeration of watching eyes acting as constellations. The landscape was dark and dreary, yet light seemed unnecessary. Despite the lack of illumination, I could see everything. I wished I couldn’t. 
 
    “Melody, get in my head,” I commanded her, watching in panic as her sanity melted ever further. “Hide out in my mind. You’ll be safe there.” 
 
    She obeyed in a hurry, flying inside of me, and I felt her burrow behind the titanium walls of my impenetrable sanity. 
 
    But I was on a mission. I was here to find Nyarlathotep and his cronies—or to at least do as much damage as I could.  
 
    “Nyarlathotep,” I shouted as loud as humanly possible without the aid of magic, “even your home isn’t safe from me.” 
 
    There was silence. Except for the sound of my voice now, there was utter silence. But no, that wasn’t quite accurate, either. As I listened, I heard the pounding of a distant beat and the playing of musical instruments in a slow, accursed melody that made no sense at all. 
 
    I heard a voice in my mind—a low, burbling chorus. “You fool!” it said. It was the voice of Yog-Sothoth. “Make not a sound, lest you awaken the Daemon Sultan Azathoth! He has slept for the duration of creation, and should he awaken, he will consume the multiverse in its entirety!” 
 
    “I can see how that would be an issue,” I grunted. “Not sure if you can hear me. I’m going to very quietly destroy your domain.” 
 
    With a series of soundless internal incantations, I cast a silence spell centered on myself, expanding the zone of its effect to a spherical radius of about twelve yards. That meant that I needed to be very localized in my destruction, but whatever I destroyed within the orb of silence would not create a stir or disturb the Blind Idiot God. 
 
    That was his title. I didn’t make that up. 
 
    I placed the crown on my head, feeling its power surge through me as it filled my brain with a newfound understanding of what I was up against. It was familiar with this place, and now, so was I. I raised my hands over my head and brought them together, palms up, and started to recite a chant in my head. I uttered dark words I didn’t know that I’d learned—secrets that Liam 2, who I’d previously absorbed, had given me. 
 
    I punched the ground, gripping my wand in my closed fist. The smooth surface of this dimension cracked and thundered beneath me—but in a hush. I tore through it all, on a mission to rip this world asunder, to draw out the Outer Gods—or at least shame them. 
 
    They did not come. I continued to ravage this domain, ultimately fracturing the world in two. In the distance, atop an unnaturally bent peak of a wicked mountain, I watched as titanic shapes loomed, watching me from a distance they imagined as safe. These were likely other Outer Gods, or at least Great Old Ones, and they were staring at me, but not approaching. 
 
    A bolt of purpose shot through me, and I flew toward those slithering and towering titans. They were not gods that I recognized, but it didn’t matter. They were all on my shit list.  
 
    One had twelve gangly legs that stood as tall as the dormitory back in Esoterica. Its sinister, inky body seemed to be composed of countless smaller creatures clustered together as one, and I could see no clear point where the god ended and its components began. 
 
    Another being was almost pure white, having a yeti-like appearance, but with three glowing red eyes that burned with malevolence and antlers coming out of its skull-like head. 
 
    As I approached, they retreated, though I didn’t let my ego get the better of me. I knew that they were not running out of fear, but out of caution. If they attacked me and made a sound, all would be lost—for all of us. 
 
    Even with the crown on, I recognized that this mission wasn’t worth risking the multiverse itself. Saving the multiverse was the whole reason I was here to begin with. Well, and petty vengeance for their coming after my family. 
 
    As they retreated, I realized I needed to redefine this mission immediately. This was not the home of the Outer Gods—if Azathoth was near, it was the center of all universes, their point of origin, and the place where they would one day die. Was there something here I could do? Something worth seeing? 
 
    I followed the vibrations of the flutes and drums, and once I pinpointed their source I soared high into the air. Looking down upon the ground granted me a better view of the madness of its landscape. Flying over it, I saw that the land below was covered in an oily substance that seemed iridescent and black all at once. It was constantly in motion, churning and whirlpooling, yet I had no memory of it behaving like a liquid when I stood upon it. 
 
    More eldritch fuckery. 
 
    I descended, landing on a hill in a hollowed-out valley between two quivering pillars. The nagging, noisome droning of the flutes and drums grew ever louder as I neared the edge of this nightmare-scape. A steep drop-off led to an abyss that gaped as though it were the end of the world. Up, down, and forward, all I could see were distant winking and watching eyes that formed the horrible brocatelle of the sky. 
 
    Nyarlathotep appeared in front of me, floating in mid-air. “You should not be here,” he said, broadcasting it directly into my mind. I let him, though I could have shuttered him out. “This is the domain of Azathoth.” 
 
    This fucker was why I had come. I darted toward him as fast as I could, fast enough that he did not anticipate it. I was still wrapped in a bubble of silence, and once the bubble encompassed him, too, I unloaded all of my fury. I might not be able to kill him, but I would make him wish he were dead. 
 
    I extended my wand, letting loose a barrage of necrotic energy that struck him in the chest repeatedly. He glowed brightly, and the veil that was Randy’s body split open to reveal something writhing underneath. 
 
    There was no time to wait for him to show his true form. I fired off offensive spells so rapidly that they became a blur. I couldn’t have stopped them even if I’d wanted to, but as long as I was targeting Nyarlathotep, I didn’t have a single reason to hold back. 
 
    His body blew to chunks, each piece of flesh emitting a tiny cloud of black smoke and ash. As the bits dissipated, he reformed himself into a centaur-like monstrosity with a pyramidal pillar for a head. I didn’t let up on the attacks, though, still sending wave after wave of curses and blasts at him. 
 
    The dark god might have been laughing. He might have been screaming, too. He was still encased in my dome of silence, so whatever he was doing, he wasn’t able to react audibly as I tore him to shreds again and again. His body soon became a charred, smoking mess, and the only thing left standing was his head. Still unsatisfied, I kept firing until nothing remained but a burning, blackened stump. 
 
    Still, his body started to heal. I expected as much, but I had one more surprise up my sleeve—a risky gambit, but one I couldn’t resist. 
 
    Uther appeared abruptly, lunging and taking the stump of Nyarlathotep’s messy, filmy remains into his mouth. He chewed and swallowed, sliding the filth down his gullet. With a wave, I dismissed my fox familiar—and the Outer God was gone. His remains were vanquished. There was no sign of him. 
 
    I turned my attention to my familiar. How you doing, bud? I asked him psychically. 
 
    Oddly fine, he replied. Back in the astral plane where familiars go when dismissed—Nyarlathotep is in stasis here. It is not where Outer Gods are meant to tread. 
 
    I grinned to myself. Not dead. Not quite. But imprisoned. That was a damn good start. I sent a psychic message out to Chelsea, calling out for her escape portal. I hoped she wouldn’t be long. 
 
    She wasn’t. No sooner had I made the call than did a purple portal open up a few feet in front of me. Chelsea appeared, waving me in, and I followed her eagerly, more than ready to leave this nightmarish wasteland behind. 
 
    In the portal, I expelled Melody from my mind, and, impressing even myself, managed the self-control to rip the crown from my own head without her help. 
 
    “That sure was eventful, wasn’t it, Melody?” I chuckled. 
 
    There was no response. I whipped my head to check out her face and saw her eyes stone-cold, glazed over, her whole body practically frozen. 
 
    “Melody, snap out of it,” I said, my voice shaking. 
 
    Chelsea looked worried, too. 
 
    “Melody!” I shouted. “Mel!”

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-3 
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   M elody’s face was a still-life image of horror. Her mouth hung open like she was trying to shout something. My name, perhaps? Whatever it was, it hung there statically on her lips, never taking flight. She was gaping, her eyes staring straight ahead, past me or through me as I stood in front of her. She was... broken. Shattered. 
 
    I couldn’t accept it. Not my Melody. She’d already suffered enough, coming into my life. First Dahlia killed her, now this? It was beyond what I could endure. My heart broke as her dark blue cat familiar appeared beside her, looking up at me questioningly. 
 
    “Melody,” I said, my voice low, a dark murmur that tried to draw her in. I let the magic swim thickly in my words, trying to ensorcell her from captivity in her own mind. “Melody, hear me. Hone in on my voice.” 
 
    I received no response. Her eyes didn’t show any recognition, and her body remained still as a pretty statue. I uttered a series of passionate swears. 
 
    Dahlia, Memento, and Carmilla rushed back out to the balcony where we were. Their faces were celebratory until they had a moment to take in the scene. Carmilla was first to realize that something had gone horribly awry. 
 
    “What happened?” my vampiric lover said, cradling Styria in her arms as she surveyed the scene. “Why does Mel look like that?” 
 
    It was Chelsea who answered. “It was too much for her,” she said, her voice as gloomy as my heart felt. “The horrors, the things she saw were beyond what a human mind was made to correlate.” Chelsea stood beside me and placed a hand on my back. Her dirty blonde ponytail had gotten loose and messy during the string of events that had coalesced into this moment, and she hadn’t yet taken the time to amend it. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Dahlia said as she stepped up to me and rested a hand on my shoulder. I placed my own hand on hers, relishing the comfort of her electric touch. “If you can survive in Hell, then she can survive a few minutes in an eldritch hideaway plane. Give her some time.” 
 
    I looked back at her, my expression severe. “We were at the center of the multiverse,” I said. 
 
    Dahlia gasped. So did everyone else except for Chelsea and me. “You don’t mean...” 
 
    “Azathoth’s lair?” Memento asked, her voice reedy with trepidation as she brushed her pink hair behind her horns and approached to get a better look. “The poor girl.” 
 
    Something wasn’t right. “Chelsea, the portal you came in—it was different from the one we took. That’s when she started freaking out.” 
 
    The catgirl nodded. “I reopened Yog-Sothoth’s gate for the two of you. I wasn’t able to create a portal to that spot myself until you were there—the key was being able to lock onto you.” 
 
    I grunted, slapping my forehead. “Of course,” I said, internally scolding myself for my carelessness. “Fuck, I shouldn’t have let her come along.” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Dahlia doubled down. “She just... she needs time and care.” 
 
    I laughed until it caught in my throat, a hoarse, dry sound that seemed to unnerve Memento. “Time is the first thing we don’t have at the top of a long fucking list of things we no longer have,” I growled in frustration. “Fuck it. I’m going in.” 
 
    “You’re going in where?” Carmilla asked. “You’re leaving us again?” 
 
    I tensed my shoulders. “I have to, Carmilla,” I said. “I can’t leave Melody like this. We’ve got a bit of time. I’ll help her out, and then we’ll go, we’ll find somewhere to hide, or some way to rebuild or —” 
 
    “Relax,” said Chelsea, her cool, clawed hand touching my shoulder, “everything will be alright. Do what you have to do. We’ll figure something out while you’re gone.” 
 
    Without wasting another breath on words, I drew into my head to conjure up the best spell for this purpose I could think of. Once before, I had demonstrated the ability to clone versions of myself that were linked to my harem girls. That was used for sex at the time, but I figured that the right cocktail of spells could have me turn into a ghost, then use a combination of mind-probing magic and possession to reach into her for a direct conversation, or at least get a feel for what she was going through. It was the best hope I had at the moment. 
 
    I considered cloning myself again, leaving a copy of me out here to stay with the girls, but in reality I’d need all my focus for this, and Melody deserved my full attention. She deserved it, and she would have it. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I said after a long minute of silence. “I’m casting now.” I looked back at them. “I love you all. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    With a few magic words and a swish of my wand, my body went blue and translucent. Melody still gaped at me, her pretty face an image of unmatched terror. I leaned forward, grabbed her gently by the shoulders, and pressed my forehead against hers, staring her directly in the eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear me yet,” I said, “but everything is going to be alright. I’m coming in to get you, Mel.” 
 
    With another series of spells, I merged with her, my ghostly, spectral body possessing hers. I burrowed into her mind, the way she’d done before to draw out Randy, the way she planned to draw me out once the Headmistress took my body. I didn’t have the same knowledge of my phantasmal form as she had, but I hoped that with the aid of magic, I could figure this puzzle out. 
 
    The spell was cast, and I was in her head. It was a white room. White walls, white floor, white bed, white dressers—everything was so white that it was haunting. Her mind was a sketch uncolored and undetailed—perhaps trying to fill in the scene would have broken her further, polluting the image with the blasphemous hues and textures that she’d witnessed back in that abhorrent place.  
 
    Sitting on the bed in the room was Melody, rocking with her knees pressed against her chin. She was clutching a stuffed cat to her cheek—also white. 
 
    “Mel!” I said, sitting on the bed beside her. I was relieved to at least see her moving. It was a small victory, but it was something. 
 
    She whipped her head at me, staring directly into my eyes with a look of unrestrained fear. She started crawling backward like a crab until her back slammed against the bed frame. 
 
    “Melody, it’s me!” I said, “It’s Liam.” 
 
    She cocked her head, her eyes narrowing somewhat. “...Liam?” she said, repeating my name like it made no sense. 
 
    “Yeah, Mel, look,” I said. I grabbed her hand. It was ice-cold. I pressed her palm against my face. “See?” I said. “Do you remember me?” 
 
    Recognition colored her cheeks. She nodded, slowly at first, but then faster. “Yes,” she said. “Liam. Liam Elloway.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. It was a very minor victory, but I’d take it. “Talk to me, Mel. What’s going on? How can I help you?” 
 
    Melody just shook her head, saying nothing. I let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “Sweetheart, listen,” I said, “I’m not leaving here until you’re better.” 
 
    She blinked a dozen times in two seconds, trying to keep her eyes focused on me. Melody nodded her head, more vigorously than was strictly necessary, but at least she seemed to understand. “I’m—I’m okay,” she said. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Yeah you are,” I encouraged her, taking her palm off of my cheek and holding it in both my hands. “You’ll be fine, but I gotta know what’s going on and how I can make it right.” 
 
    She frowned, but I took comfort in the fact that she was calming down. Melody let out a big, deep sigh, and I watched her small chest rise and fall as she prepared to speak. “I—I saw the end of the multiverse,” she said. “I saw how it dies.” 
 
    I blinked once and leaned in. “What do you mean?” I asked. “I didn’t see anything like that.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I saw it,” she insisted. “I saw it! I-SAW-IT-I-SAW-IT-I —” 
 
    “Shhhh,” I said, pressing my forehead against hers. “Shhh it’s okay. None of that matters right now. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Melody surprised me with a passionate kiss. I returned it, wrapping my arms around her tightly and holding her against my chest. “I saw it,” she whispered one more time. 
 
    “What did you see?” I asked. 
 
    She paused. “I saw Azathoth awakening—when they fail to stop you, Liam, Nyarlathotep wakes him up. He’d rather see the universe die than die alone. That’s why they fled there, to that place—they were considering it!” 
 
    I reflected on that. “I’ve locked Nyarlathotep away in the Astral Plane,” I told her. “I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    She nodded. “But you’ll never see Uther again.” 
 
    That stung. That was the truth I hadn’t taken the time to accept, but it was absolutely correct. I bit my lip to keep from sighing. “You may be right,” I said. “We’ll figure something out, though.” 
 
    “Liam,” she said. “Liam. Liam.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Melody hesitated. “Liam—I love you.” 
 
    “You know I love you, too,” I told her. 
 
    “This is goodbye, Liam,” she whispered, bringing her lips to my ear. 
 
    I frowned at her, narrowing my eyes. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m—I can’t go back out there,” she explained. “I want to, but—I can’t.” 
 
    I whipped my head side to side. “No,” I said, “no, no, no.” 
 
    “You have to leave me,” she insisted, grasping my palms. “Let go of me, break the bond between us. I’m dead weight.” 
 
    “You’re weightless,” I insisted, brushing her cheek. “You’re coming home.” 
 
    But Melody just frowned. Here she looked the way she looked when I first met her. Beautiful, blonde, pale, petite, wearing the same blue dress she had on when Dahlia killed her. I regretted never getting to know her like this. 
 
    “Liam, I’ll hold you back. I could stay inside you, but I’d slow you down, dampen your powers, and you need them all for what’s coming,” she reasoned. It might have sounded compelling to her, but it didn’t impress me. 
 
    Looking at her face, hearing her words, I realized I wasn’t going to make any more progress today, and that she needed time. I could sense it. Hell, maybe I just needed time to find another way. 
 
    “We’re not done here,” I insisted, standing up. “You’re going to live inside my body as long as it takes. Do you hear me, Mel? I’ll find a way to restore you. I’ll come back here and visit. This isn’t the end. Don’t you fucking dare give up.” 
 
    She smiled. It was weak but sincere. She let me kiss her one last time. “You should go,” she said. “If I feel like I’m holding you back, I’m leaving. I can hide in your head with my mind restored by the same enhancements and charms that protect you, but I may affect your ability to resist the sanity-ripping effects of everything we’re facing. Eject me if that happens.” 
 
    “Never,” I said, defying her with a warm smile. “Melody, don’t waste your breath. Everything is going to be fine—including you. I’ll figure something out before you know it.” 
 
    She nodded, but clearly doubted. “Goodbye, Liam,” she said. 
 
    “Goodbye for now, Mel. Keep fighting.” 
 
    With throb of pain in my heart, I withdrew from her mind, appearing as a ghost in front of her back on the balcony amidst the cosmic ruins of Esoterica. I drew Melody back inside me.  
 
    My women were all gathered round. 
 
    “You’re back so soon,” Carmilla noted quietly. 
 
    I just nodded, feeling Melody settle back inside me. “She’s not coming back yet,” I said, choking back tears. “But she’ll live in me until we figure something out.” 
 
    Dahlia and Memento each placed a hand on my shoulder. “Melody will be fine,” Dahlia said. 
 
    Memento agreed, saying, “She just needs a minute.” 
 
    I exhaled a sharp sigh, shaking myself from my doldrums. “Okay, then,” I said. “Tell me what you’ve been talking about.” 
 
    Chelsea cleared her throat. I turned around and saw an open portal beside her, noticing it for the first time since coming back. “Let’s talk in here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-4 
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   W e tumbled through Chelsea’s portal, which transported us to a surprisingly drab planet with a noir-gray atmosphere. The colors on the ground were much the same, dismal and dirty like ash and filth. I found myself groaning as I took it all in. 
 
    “What is this place?” Carmilla asked, handing Styria to me. I took my daughter eagerly, happy to have her in my arms. She was a reminder that we hadn’t lost yet—nor would we. 
 
    “This is a nameless planetoid on the fringes of both space and time,” she said. “It is an occasional meeting spot for emissaries of the Elder Gods because it is one of the few locales beyond the prying eyes of Nyarlathotep and his gang.” 
 
    “Gang,” I repeated the word, smirking and snorting at it. It felt so blasé and impotent juxtaposed beside the names of the Outer Gods. 
 
    Chelsea shrugged. “In any case, they can’t see us here, but they are intimately familiar with your Umbercore signature, Liam, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they still manage to find you.” 
 
    Memento chimed in next. “Well, let’s get to work,” she said, wiping a tear from her eye. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Mimi?” I asked, noticing her sadness. 
 
    “I lost Liam, Jr. in the confusion,” she said. “He’s gone.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed until now. Liam, Jr, was her most prized homunculus, advanced beyond what anyone would have thought possible—at least, if they didn’t know Memento. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said, hugging her. Dahlia joined in, too. 
 
    “We’ve all lost things,” she said, “but we have each other.” 
 
    “And there’s something nice about starting over from scratch,” Chelsea said, grinning. 
 
    “Liam, Jr. was my baby,” Memento said. “It’ll take months for me to recreate something like him, assuming we ever get off this rock.” She gestured to the ground, stomping her feet on it. “I hope one day we can go back and maybe he’ll still be there somewhere.” 
 
    “We will,” I promised her. “In fact, I don’t think we should stick around here very long.” 
 
    “Where should we go?” Dahlia asked with a bounce of her shoulders. She brushed her silver hair behind her ears. “We can’t return to Esoterica just yet. It’s compromised.” 
 
    I considered the question, fumbling around in my pockets. It wasn’t something I found in there, but something that I noticed was missing that gave me an idea. 
 
    “We should go back to the Dreamlands,” I said. “I don’t think the Outer Gods can track us easily there.” 
 
    Chelsea nodded. “It makes sense,” she said. “But… do you have the Silver Key?” 
 
    I frowned at the truth I had to share. “I don’t,” I admitted. “In the destruction, I think I lost it. I don’t know where it ended up, but it probably got sucked into the abyss.” 
 
    We all let out collective sighs and stood there in an improvised circle, waiting for someone to offer something in the way of an idea. 
 
    “No matter how you slice it,” Dahlia said, “we’re going to need Elder Orbs.” 
 
    I tilted my head, then nodded slowly. “That’s true,” I admitted. “Everything that would be useful—rebuilding Esoterica, rebuilding Liam, Jr., helping Carmilla ascend to Vampire Queen, crafting a new Silver Key—will require Elder Orbs.” 
 
    “Where do we get those?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I’m surprised you don’t know,” I said, looking at her. “We’re going to have to kill some gods.” 
 
    Chelsea rolled her eyes and stretched, her arms raised over her head. A bit of toned midriff was briefly exposed, and despite the desperation of our situation, I still managed to find the will to gawk at her six-pack. 
 
    “There’s something else no one has considered,” Memento said, her hand poking at her horns, possibly checking them for cracks or blemishes. All eyes fell on her. “The baby is powerful—Nyarlathotep said as much. But does she know how to hide her Umbercore signature from the Void Things?” 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted. “That is a problem.” 
 
    “All the more reason to keep on the move,” Dahlia agreed. “We need to build that Silver Key and get to the Dreamlands sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Everyone reached that conclusion together. We spent the next few days setting up a base of operations, conjuring and shaping the surface of the planet, improvising something like a simple shelter that could fit us all. I knew I could do better, but with Melody inside my mind, I didn’t want to overdo it, lest it have an effect on her. 
 
    Next we gathered in the room, which was lit with magic lights summoned by Dahlia. The little golden orbs illuminated our surroundings, flying over our heads, saturating everything in yellows. It was lurid and harsh on the eyes, but it was, at least, a break from the gray monotony outdoors. 
 
    “Chelsea,” I grunted, “you’re the portal summoner. What do you have for portals adjacent to the layers of Great Old Ones and lesser avatars of the Outer Gods?” 
 
    “Let’s stick to the Great Old Ones,” she said sheepishly. “They’re a step down, and with everyone here, it should be a cakewalk. As it happens, I do have a portal to R’lyeh—” 
 
    “No,” I said, remembering Liam 2’s warning. “Not there.” 
 
    She looked at me with confusion in her eyes. “Why?” 
 
    “I was warned never to go there,” I said. “Bad stuff happened there in another life.” 
 
    “Sounds mysterious,” Chelsea said. “Okay, then—for quick and dirty options, that leaves the Proto-Void.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. I looked over at the other girls for guidance, but their faces showed just as much confusion as my own. 
 
    “The Proto-Void is a dimension that has been abandoned for a long time. It was the first attempt by the progenitor aliens to create the Void as we know it today.” 
 
    “It failed?” Carmilla asked. 
 
    “It was abandoned,” Chelsea shrugged. “All I know is that the Great Old Ones and Outer Gods use it as a sort of trophy cabinet now. They keep it hidden away, but Bast knows about it, so I do, too.” 
 
    I flailed my arms in a ‘whatever’ gesture. “It’s something,” I said. “And you can get us close to a Great Old One?” 
 
    “Close enough for us to figure out the rest from there—but I don’t think we should all go,” she said, nodding at Carmilla, who was snuggling a baby to her bosom. 
 
    I frowned in reluctant agreement. “Well, I can’t leave them here alone. If Car Car is staying, then at least one other person needs to stay, too.” 
 
    “I’ll stay,” Dahlia said, raising her hand. “I want to go with you, but I know Carri the best.” 
 
    Carmilla nodded and smiled. “Thanks, Dolly. I hope you like changing magical diapers.” 
 
    “Can’t we just, like, obliterate the poop with magic?” I asked. “I am sure I’ve seen you use spells to do that, like, a billion times.” 
 
    Carmilla sighed and rolled her eyes at me. “I was joking.” 
 
    “When will we be ready?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “You tell us,” Memento shot back. She was leaning on one hip, crossing her arms. Her gothic attire fit in well with the dark atmosphere of this place. 
 
    Chelsea counted on her fingers, looking up at the ceiling. “I think if we can take the day to rest, I should be able to craft a fresh portal without straining myself. I’ve been doing portals a lot recently—more than I should.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I grunted, sitting on the floor of our improvised shelter. “Let’s get some rest and—” 
 
    I was interrupted by a rather unexpected knock at the door. We all looked at one another, our expressions asking each other the same dumb question: ‘Were you expecting someone?’ 
 
    “Nice house, Liam,” a male voice said on the other side. I struggled to recognize it, but when Carmilla’s eyes lit up, I knew she did. “To be honest, I expected more skulls.” 
 
    “Devon!” she shrieked, rushing to the door. She opened it, and there he was, my original Rescuer, the one who had brought me to Esoterica to begin with. Talk about a sight for sore eyes. 
 
    He walked in, nodding at Carmilla as she cradled Styria. “Cute kid.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, not even smiling. I was just so fucking overwhelmed, and now there was this. 
 
    “You really fucked us good, didn’t you, Elloway?” he chuckled. 
 
    Everyone else in the room exchanged awkward glances. “What do you mean?” Memento asked. Devon had been her rescuer, too. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure how up-to-date you are, but the Outer Gods tore Esoterica to pieces with your name on their lips. I barely got out alive myself,” he said, staring straight at me. “Wanna fill me in?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Does it even matter at this point?” 
 
    “It does if you want my help,” he retorted. Devon crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “I’m not going to be very helpful if it turns out you sicced them on us intentionally.” 
 
    “I didn’t—and how did you even find us?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    Devon smirked and sat cross-legged on the floor in front of me. His duster jacked made him look like a hardboiled detective, and its grays made him fit in here even better than Memento. “I was the Rescuer for three of you—I’ve got your Umbercore signatures memorized. If it were just one of you out here, I doubt I’d have been able to find you, but all three? You were fucking beacons.” 
 
    “And how did you get here?” Chelsea asked. “Portal magic is rare.” She seemed somewhat injured that he had found us so easily. 
 
    “Not that rare in Esoterica,” he replied with a limp shrug. “I was one of the mages that crafted the mission crystals. All it takes is an interesting signature for me to lock onto.” Devon paused, suddenly jerking his head to look around. “Where’s Melody?” 
 
    I frowned. “In my head,” I said. “She’s not herself at the moment.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m sorry to hear that. Now—tell me what the fuck is going on.” 
 
    I told him everything—mostly because ‘why the hell not?’ I told him all the details about the mission to Gulgothra, when Randy became actively possessed by Nyarlathotep, how they found the Void Ship, and how Evelyn and Brian flew off with him. I told him every detail, including how Esoterica’s demiplane had been reduced to only the dormitory building and nothing else. Everything beyond it was gone. 
 
    “That much I knew,” he said. “But it pains me to hear about Randy. He wasn’t a bad kid.” 
 
    “He was an idiot,” I said, but I missed him anyway. Deep down, I would’ve given up quite a lot to have Randy back. I had never forgiven him for his betrayals, and we left one another on bad terms in Gulgothra, but I still counted him as my friend in my heart—right up until he showed up as Nyarlathotep and tried to claim my daughter, anyway. 
 
    “We’ve been through a lot in a short amount of time,” I said. 
 
    “I can see that,” Devon replied grimly, chewing on his lip. He pulled a flask out of his coat pocket, unscrewed the top, and took a big sip. He passed it to me. “Help yourself,” he said. “It’s bottomless.” 
 
    I took a sip. It tasted like expensive whiskey—not bad at all. “Thanks.” I passed it around, but only Memento helped herself to any. 
 
    “So—things are looking pretty rough,” he said, nodding as he considered the story. “You’ve got a baby wanted by the Outer Gods, and they’re apparently willing to wake up Azathoth if they can’t have her.” 
 
    “That’s what it seems like,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can help much,” Devon confessed, cracking his knuckles. “To be honest, you’re all more powerful than I am at this stage, thanks to your Harem-Mage bullshit.” He snorted at his own comment. “Still—I wouldn’t mind babysitting here.” 
 
    I cocked my head at him. “You mean you’d protect Styria?” 
 
    “No offense, Devon,” Carmilla said, smiling politely, “but I’m not ready to let her out of my sight.” 
 
    “I understand that,” he replied with a nod. “I wouldn’t trust me with a baby, either. I’d probably drop her. But—I can hide her. I’m good at finding people—I’m even better at obscuring them. It’s how I managed to get away.” 
 
    I looked into Carmilla’s beautiful black and red eyes. “That actually sounds pretty good. Devon can stay here to hide Dahlia, Carmilla, and Styria while the rest of us go on our mission.” 
 
    He leaned in and rubbed his hands together, eager to be let in on the juicy plan. “What mission is that?” he asked. 
 
    I grinned at him, bloodlust setting in. “We’re going to go god-hunting.”
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   W e had to spend some time resting before Chelsea was ready to summon another portal. She’d been pushing past her established theoretical limits all day, and taking a trip to such a dangerous place right after returning from the very center of the multiverse, the place where it all would one day end… it was too much for her. 
 
    We had to rest. 
 
    We chatted idly with Devon at first, but the conversation died down before too long. There were questions I wanted answered, and answers he wanted to provide me with—and vice versa—but no one had the emotional bandwidth to endure that conversation. Instead, we sat there on the floor of the ash-gray improvised shelter, huddled for comfort, if not warmth. It felt like we were soldiers in foxholes, waiting for our sergeant to send us on the next mission. 
 
    But I was the sergeant, if anyone, in this situation. I had to be strong. I had to be ready to give the tough orders. I’d made some hard calls already today, and at the top of my mind were choices that led me to losing both Melody and Uther within a very short span of time. Not forever, maybe, but likely for a while. Both of their situations were dark enough that it even hurt to hope. 
 
    Yet hope was essential. Without hope, I knew that none of this mattered, that everything we did would be proved pointless as we inevitably marched to our demise and lost the multiverse to the thirsting demons that called themselves the Outer Gods. I needed to not only hope, but to believe that I could win, that I could have it all—that Melody and Uther would both one day return to me. When I saw them next, I would have the key to their freedom. 
 
    And the key was another part of it. That damned Silver Key, lost in the madness that was the fall of Esoterica. So little remained of the demiplane that had housed the happiest days of my life. 
 
    But I had to have hope. I had to. 
 
    My hand brushed Dahlia’s white hair, feeling it sift through my fingers like sand from a broken hourglass—another reminder of the pressing weight of time. Time always seemed to be against us. 
 
    My muscles were tense. I tried to relax, but I couldn’t for more than a few seconds at a time before my nerves got to me again. I glanced at Chelsea as she rustled from her rest. It had been hours. Maybe more than mere hours, maybe a day. It was hard to say without actively tracking the time. I could cast a spell and know—but why bother? 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked her as she wiped her eyes. 
 
    She stood up, her cat tail going taut and still. Her ears perked up, and the catgirl of Bast inhaled a sigh meant to conjure courage up from the ether. Did it work? I couldn’t say. But it seemed to. 
 
    Chelsea raised her hand and started the summoning. A swirling purple portal like no other I’d seen began to open up. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” I told Dahlia and Carmilla. I leaned in and kissed them both, taking a whole extra minute to cradle Styria one last time. She had her mother’s eyes—black sclera, red irises, huge pupils. She had my nose, I thought. It was hard to say—she’d hardly grown into her own face, but I thought I saw the resemblance. It made me smile in spite of everything. 
 
    By the time I was done saying goodbye to the girls and Devon, the portal was ready. I nodded at Memento and Chelsea, and they nodded back. No words were spoken. We bravely stepped into the swirling violet abyss. 
 
    *** 
 
     The Proto-Void was all wrong. The sky was white as a polished pearl, and the stars were black. 
 
    “They aren’t really stars, you know,” Chelsea said as I gawked up at the eerie vastness. 
 
    “What are they?” Memento asked, taking the bait, probably as unsure as I was if she really wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    “The husks of dead Void Stars,” she said. “They’re huge, aren’t they?” 
 
    It was hard to gauge their size, but they seemed far away, so the fact that they registered like stars overhead seemed to indicate that by any measure, yes—they were huge. 
 
    I didn’t need any further details about the sky. “What is this place?” I asked, looking around. 
 
    We appeared to be in the clearing of a lush green forest—it seemed fairly mundane compared to what I was expecting. But there was death in the air—stale, maybe, but still death. 
 
    “This is the forest of Ithaqua,” she said. “The Outer Gods extracted these woods from one version of Earth that has already been destroyed. It’s a playground for the Wendigo God.” 
 
    “Ithaqua,” I said, repeating the name. 
 
    “Have you heard of him?” Memento asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No—but I did see an Outer God or Great Old One back there, in the lair of Azathoth, that reminded me of a Wendigo.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s him,” Chelsea said, getting visibly tense at the prospect. “In any case, we’re only slaying an avatar of his. He’ll have many scattered throughout the multiverse, but almost surely one will be here. These extractions are prized locales, stomping grounds that the Outer Gods and Great Old Ones used to haunt.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind killing the real deal,” I said. 
 
    “Avatars are easier,” Memento pointed out. “We need an easy win.” 
 
    I had to agree there. We started trudging through the ghostly woods that the avatar of Ithaqua called home. Cobwebs spread between the trees, and the ground was made up of dead pine needles. The whole forest was composed of evergreens that were either vibrantly healthy or completely dead—nothing in between. 
 
    Our feet plodded on the dried-up twigs, crunching with each step. Whatever our approach would be, it couldn’t be stealthy. Flying in the thickness of these woods wasn’t an option, and walking without making noise wasn’t, either. I could use my silence bubble like before, but that would take too much out of me if this mission went on for a while. Best to be up front. We were hoping for a fight anyway. 
 
    “What do we know about Ithaqua?” Memento asked. She was brave, but her voice was a bit shaky. 
 
    I looked at Chelsea as she answered the question. “Ithaqua is a Great Old One associated with many myths and legends around the multiverse of people going mad from hunger and resorting to cannibalism. He’s called the Wendigo god because he’s associated with cultists who wear antlers on their heads and masks made from the skulls of animals—it’s where the Wendigo myth on most Earths comes from.” 
 
    “Wendigo—that’s a Native American thing, right?” I said. 
 
    She nodded. “But the legend is universal. People who starve in a survival situation get desperate. They struggle to find food, so they kill their friends or family and eat them. Some of them see Ithaqua and are permanently cursed with madness. They become strong and driven, and they continue to consume until someone stops them.” 
 
    “Ithaqua sounds like a dick,” I noted. 
 
    We walked through the dark, wretched forest, and I wondered how Ithaqua could love such an ugly place. Why had he chosen this domain for his scrapbook in the Proto-Void and not something more picturesque? 
 
    The answer, I knew, was likely as gloomy and macabre as the atmosphere here. This was likely a site of some great conquest—perhaps he was preserving a land where he had corrupted dozens—or hundreds—of people, driving them to feed on one another’s flesh. Perhaps he was reveling in some great triumph he had against the Elder Gods, even. 
 
    Maybe he just had bad taste in vacation spots. That thought made me chuckle. 
 
    I saw signs of his existence—antler marks scratched high upon trees missing dozens of branches as though something massive had brushed through them carelessly. I even saw something that might have been a footprint in soft soil, but it was so jagged and misshapen that it was difficult to tell. 
 
    “We’re getting close,” I said. 
 
    Chelsea nodded. Memento held her breath unconsciously as we continued to seek out our quarry. 
 
    Eventually, we came upon a clearing. Using my wand, I blasted through a cobweb that housed unnaturally large spiders, each the size of a grapefruit, vaporizing them or scattering them to the wind—either outcome was fine with me. 
 
    The forest was lit as though it were sprawled out beneath a moonlit sky, but the unnatural whiteness overhead was impossible to ignore when there were fewer trees about. 
 
    “This place creeps me out,” Memento said. Then she held in a breath and raised her hand up to my chest. “He’s here.” 
 
    I nodded—I sensed it, too.  
 
    A moment later, it became impossible to ignore. Thunderous steps shook the ground and rustled the needles on the trees from the lowest branches to the top of the canopy. It was walking with purpose, directly on our path, resolute as a raging bull. 
 
    All three of us braced ourselves for a fight. 
 
    And suddenly, there he was, fifty feet tall, taller than most of the trees. We saw his hand first, reaching out to grab one evergreen and push it, bending it to make a space for his massive body to squeeze through. He moved slowly, even cautiously. 
 
    When we could see him in his entirety, Chelsea let out a horrified gasp. I couldn’t blame her. The titanic creature towered over us, looking down with smoldering red eyes. Its body was gaunt with loose skin hanging from thin bones, and its head was the skull of some deer, with sharp, many-pointed antlers. He carried a walking stick fashioned from a tree that had been stripped of its branches. 
 
    Ithaqua saw us immediately and made no move to run or even attack. Instead, the Great Old One knelt down in front of us. It wasn’t a gesture of submissiveness, though, but one that brought him closer to eye level. 
 
    So you bring your battle to us, he said, his voice blaring in my head. We’d heard worse. Chelsea cringed, but she was hanging in there, even if I thought I spotted a little blood coming out of her nose. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, though I wasn’t sure why I bothered to say anything at all. Memento looked at me with a similar thought clearly written on her face. 
 
    Good. Kill my avatar, he said, which caught me off guard. 
 
    “You want me to kill you?” I asked. 
 
    This is one of many forms I possess, Ithaqua said. I can spare its loss to empower you. Nyarlathotep must be stopped. 
 
    This was a twist I hadn’t planned on. I exchanged dumb looks with the girls. “Tell me everything you can,” I requested calmly. 
 
    Nyarlathotep is willing to sacrifice us all if he believes he’ll lose the final battle, he explained. You must become strong enough fast enough to surprise him—or we’ll lose everything. 
 
    Of course it made sense. I almost kicked myself for not anticipating it. The Outer Gods weren’t all bosom pals, and more importantly, not all of them wanted to give up what Nyarlathotep was willing to sacrifice. “How do I kill him?” I asked. 
 
    I confess that I do not know, said the avatar of Ithaqua. Killing may be impossible—but sealing him away and banishing him and his avatars may work. 
 
    “Sealing him away where?” Memento asked, her fists balled excitedly. 
 
    It’s hard to say, he rasped. Perhaps the Void. The Void Stars will contain him, and he will lose his power there. The Void was made to counter the Great Old Ones and the Outer Gods. But even this is risky. 
 
    This wasn’t new information. The ancient race of progenitors who had invented magic as we in Esoterica understood it were a hyper-advanced species. They designed magic to fight the Outer Gods, but eventually it became clear that their magic was going to allow for their return. To undo their mistake, they constructed the Void. Void Things hunted down those who manifested their magic, preventing them from becoming a vessel for the Outer Gods. 
 
    It was complicated and convoluted, but it made a sort of sense. 
 
    “How about you?” I asked Ithaqua. “You don’t want the universe to end, but what do you want?” 
 
    He laughed. I would like to wait for the stars to be right. Then I can manifest on all worlds and drive men and beasts to wild hunger.  
 
    “I appreciate your honesty,” I said, cringing slightly. Ithaqua was no ally—he was still decidedly a bad dude. But in this moment, he was a friend of circumstance, and I would accept his offer. 
 
    With a long, gangly finger, he raked a single claw down his chest, cutting it open. He grabbed hold of his own rib cage and exposed his gargantuan heart to us. It throbbed—so easy to claim. There for the taking. 
 
    I grinned, raising my wand and pointing it at Ithaqua’s open chest. “Exploding Skull.”
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   T he withered carcass of Ithaqua’s avatar covered the floor of the dark forest. We collected the orbs, and I quickly discerned that the number was comparable to what I’d reaped from Dagon’s avatar with Brian and Randolph. This time, though, I only had to share amongst my girls. 
 
    “Look at all this,” Memento said, her eyes glittering with the reflective gleam of the orbs. “This is so much!” 
 
    I sighed, though, less impressed than her. “It’ll be enough to craft a Silver Key or get you started on a suped-up flesh golem—but not both.” 
 
    Chelsea looked at me with an expression that I read as somewhere between being impressed and just plain curious. “How do you figure?” she asked. “Are you an expert on these?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Not exactly,” I confessed, “though I suppose I could try to access the mind of the Headmistress. Her consciousness may be buried somewhere in here,” I said, tapping my noggin.  
 
    “That feels like a pretty bad idea,” Memento pointed out. “What if she overpowers you?” 
 
    “I have to admit, the thought occurred to me, too,” I said. “But it seems unlikely.” 
 
    “Melody won’t be able to pull you back out if things go wrong, though,” Chelsea added. 
 
    I spoke no words of confirmation. I didn’t have to. That much was obvious. It was a high stakes gambit to draw on the Headmistress’s knowledge. I knew that. Hell—I didn’t want to do it, but time was of the essence, and information about the Elder Orbs was a hot commodity at the moment. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “here’s what I do know. These Elder Orbs are the batteries of the cosmic gods and exist inside their avatars. I believe that they were the original inspiration for the magic that the so-called progenitors created—the magic Memento and I use.” I was looking at Chelsea when I said that. 
 
    The catgirl nodded. “Got it,” she said. “And how do you know that this isn’t enough for everything we need to achieve?” 
 
    I shrugged. What else could I do? “I just feel it,” I said. “The Silver Key, or the flesh golem. One or the other.” 
 
    “It’s a clear-cut choice,” Memento said. “The flesh golem is something that can wait. The Silver Key is our escape boat. We need it now, or at the very least, soon.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” I said. “Remember—I’m living in the original Liam’s version of Liam, Jr. Don’t undersell your talents.” 
 
    She didn’t exactly blush, but she smiled at the compliment and brushed a strand of hot pink hair behind her pointed ear. 
 
    “We should head back,” Chelsea said, wiping her brow. I couldn’t help but notice she was panting a bit, but I didn’t think much of it. It had been a doozy of a day. “Load the orbs into the bag and let’s go.” 
 
    Thankfully we had the Bag of Holding. I packed the Elder Orbs into it with the girls’ help, and soon we were hopping through a portal once again. When we got back, though, something happened I wasn’t expecting. 
 
    We appeared on the ash-gray hideaway where everyone was waiting for us, just a few paces away from where the improvised shelter was positioned. I took a few steps toward it and opened the door, but suddenly realized that Chelsea hadn’t followed Memento and me. I looked back. 
 
    Chelsea was lying on the ground, her face planted into the dirt. Panicking, I ran back to her and picked her up in my arms, quickly rushing her indoors. Memento gasped as she realized what had happened. 
 
    Carmilla and Dahlia stood at once. Devon remained seated. They’d really gotten bored while we were gone. The room, though cramped, was entirely furnished—overfurnished, really, with conjured paintings and rugs, hardwood floors, bumpy textured beige walls, and a burning fireplace. Even some simple chairs and a bed were in the corner. 
 
    I set Chelsea down on the bed. 
 
    “What happened?” Dahlia asked calmly, resting a soft palm on my shoulder blade. 
 
    “She overexerted her powers,” I replied, clenching my jaw as I finished speaking. 
 
    “Is she going to be alright?!” Memento asked. 
 
    I nodded. “I’m sure she will be—but she needs rest. She wasn’t ever supposed to summon as many portals in a single day as she did today.” 
 
    “Damn,” Carmilla said, “that makes sense, but now what? We’re stuck here!” 
 
    Devon appeared behind me and tapped me lightly on the head. I pivoted to face him. “Have you already forgotten about me?” he asked. “I can get us out of here—but it’ll take some time.” 
 
    “Where can you take us?” I asked. 
 
    He thought about it. “It’s easiest if I go somewhere I’ve been before.” 
 
    “You’ve been to my Earth,” Carmilla suggested, “and Liam’s.” 
 
    “I’ve been to Liam’s slightly more recently,” he said, stroking the stubble on his chin. “I could probably swing that within a day or so.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s good enough. They won’t find us out here—but we’ve all been using magic way too much.” My gaze at them was a little accusatory. “We’re going to get tired soon, like we did in Gulgothra.” I shuddered, as did most of the girls. “Never forget that desperation.” 
 
    Dahlia nodded solemnly. “Conjured food isn’t good enough to keep our mana reserves full forever,” she said. “The sooner we can get somewhere with real sustenance, the better.” 
 
    “We survived on Gulgothra for much longer. It’s hardly been a day since this began,” Memento said, her voice soft and reassuring. “We’re in no rush.” 
 
    I nodded, sitting down on the bed beside Chelsea’s fever-ridden body. Kissing her on the forehead, I said, “You’re right. In any case, we’re not going anywhere until Chelsea is conscious.” 
 
    “So how do we spend our downtime?” Devon asked. 
 
    I half-smiled in his direction. “Rest,” I said. “I’m going to try to reconnect with Uther. Have you all been talking to your familiars?” 
 
    Carmilla shook her head. “I’ve kept Sheridan out of this as much as possible. Not much he can do at the moment.” 
 
    “Same for mine,” Memento added. 
 
    Dahlia sighed. “I snuggled with my chunky boy earlier. He’s hardly a substitute for you,” she winked. 
 
    The room got silent again as I crossed my legs and closed my eyes. I was a bit afraid of what I was going to find when I knocked on the door to the Astral Plane and tried to call out to my foxy boy Uther. 
 
    Thankfully, my fears were misplaced. I’m here, master, he said. I had a vision of him floating through the stars peacefully as he spoke. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Update me.” 
 
    Not much to say at the moment. Nyarlathotep is inside me, but he is unable to reconstitute or act out in the Astral Plane. He is crafty, though—I must confess I doubt I can keep him dormant forever. 
 
    “That’s bad,” I said. “How long do you think you have?” 
 
    Impossible to guess, he replied. Just tell me you have a plan. 
 
    “There’s a point A and a point B but I’m not sure where point C is yet,” I confessed. “I’m going to need you to be tough for me, little buddy.” 
 
    I’ll try. That was the last thing he offered before I felt my grip on the Astral Plane loosening. I drifted back to consciousness and quickly realized that, although it seemed as though only a few seconds had passed, it had clearly been several minutes, perhaps even hours. 
 
    Everyone was sitting now in some corner of the room, curled up in conjured blankets by the fireplace or resting on the bed beside Chelsea. The scene would have felt cozy, picturesque even, in better circumstances. I didn’t crack a smile. 
 
    My mind was on Melody. Having just successfully checked on Uther and heard back from him, I considered that a win. I needed another. I wanted to check in on Mel and make sure that her whole situation was improving. At the very least, I needed to know it wasn’t getting worse. 
 
    I tried to come up with an easy way to locate her inside my head and visit her, to see her with my own eyes the way I had when I’d possessed her in ghost form. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the tools on hand to pull that off without spending some of the Elder Orbs to do it, and that seemed like a waste. 
 
    But it was only a waste because I had a second option. I couldn’t see her without forcing her out of me, but I could at least speak with her psychically. That would have to do. 
 
    I honed in on my psychic link with her and whispered her name in my mind. “Melody,” I said, “it’s me.” 
 
    I didn’t hear any words at first. I tried again. And again, but still, no response. Radio silence. What I did begin to hear though was this faint and distant tone. It was shrill and far away, quiet only for its psychic distance. 
 
    “Melody,” I said. “Mel!” 
 
    The tone grew louder. And louder. Louder still, until I realized that what I was hearing wasn’t some simple droning beep but a distant howl that was as persistent as it was desperate. 
 
    Melody was screaming. 
 
    Suddenly desperate, I tried to use my Harem-Magus link to my advantage, doing something I rarely ever did. I gave her a direct order. “Melody. Calm down.” 
 
    The screaming stopped. 
 
    “Come to me, Melody,” I said. “You’re too deep inside. I can barely sense you or hear you. Come to me.” 
 
    I felt her rising to the surface of my mind, slowly but surely. The psychic impression of her grew, and soon I knew she was close. If she screamed now, it would hurt. But I had to have her near. I had to keep her close. 
 
    “Melody,” I said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    ... Yes, she said, her voice much louder than before, but a whisper—a whisper that seemed spoken directly in my ear. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I said. “Please, Mel.” 
 
    She sobbed. I’m so alone. 
 
    “You’re not alone,” I said. “You’re with me. You’re literally a part of me.” 
 
    Liam, she cried, her shivering voice just a hush, I miss you. 
 
    I exhaled a pained sigh, feeling its sharpness in my chest. “I miss you, too,” I said with sorrow in my throat. “But I need you to be strong. I’m going to find a way to get you out of there. We got some Elder Orbs. Maybe I can use some to build a psychic barrier against trauma in your mind—or allow you to share my own barrier.” 
 
    Okay, she said. Do what you think is best. 
 
    “Why were you screaming?” I asked. “What happened?” 
 
    She’s in here, she whispered. The screaming shuts her out of my head. 
 
    I felt like something stabbed me in the gut. “Who’s in there with you, Melody?” 
 
    Headmistress Waite. She’s talking to me—trying to make me hurt you. Trying to make me hurt myself. 
 
    I growled in anger. “Dammit,” I said. “So she is in there.” 
 
    She’s not our Eliza Waite—she’s the other Liam’s. The one he absorbed. But she hates you just the same. 
 
    “The feeling is mutual,” I grunted. “Melody, I’m commanding you with the power of my Harem-Magus bond, okay?” 
 
    Okay, she said, meek and trusting. 
 
    “I command you to ignore her. Don’t hear a word she says. And if she starts getting to you again, you leave my head at once, do you understand?” 
 
    Melody whimpered. Yes. I’m afraid to go back there. I feel so alone—and then she comes, and she tells me horrible things. 
 
    “What does she say?” I asked. 
 
    She tried to tell me a way—to kill myself. To exorcize my soul to Hell. 
 
    “I forbid you from doing anything like that,” I said, gritting my teeth. “Melody, I need you. I’m lost without even one of you. Tell me you understand.” 
 
    I understand, she said. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    Yes, she said. 
 
    “Good. I don’t want to leave you—” 
 
    She whimpered again. No, leave me. I don’t want to burden you any more than I already have. 
 
    It hurt me to see Melody like this. She was always the piss and vinegar type, cussing and arguing and being a fucking brat—I loved her like that. I loved her no matter what, but to see her so weak and so scared that it had fundamentally fucked with her personality—it freaked me out. 
 
    “Melody, do you think you’d be better off outside of my head?” I asked. “Do you think you’re ready?” 
 
    No! She said it so quickly it caught me off guard. No, not yet! No, please, God, no! 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, my voice trying to soothe her. “It’s alright. I’m here if you need me. I’ll check back in again soon, alright?” 
 
    Yes, she said. Call me pumpkin? 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled. “I love you, pumpkin.” 
 
    Fuck, that’s so hot, she moaned. 
 
    I shuddered as the link between us faded away. That was definitely not the win I had been looking for, but I was glad I had checked in on her nevertheless. So, the Headmistress was still trying to wreak havoc in my brain—that threat was still there somehow, hidden behind all my psychic barriers. I was safe against her, maybe, but for a visitor like Melody, it turned out my mind was a treacherous place. 
 
    I rested in silence, snuggling some of my girls by the fire, while Devon sat alone in the corner. He stared at the flames, his eyes darting occasionally to Styria as Carmilla held her in her arms.  
 
    “Why are you looking at her?” I asked, discomposed by his gawking. 
 
    He shrugged. “Been a while since I’ve seen a baby, for one thing. Not a lot of witches at Esoterica get pregnant. But there’s something special about that runt of yours.” 
 
    I nodded, relaxing a bit. “You’re not wrong about that.” 
 
    “She’s got an Umbercore signature that’s off the charts. Even bigger than yours,” he said. “Her mana-well is insane, and she’s just a kid. She shouldn’t even be manifesting powers yet.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” I asked. I rubbed my stubble up against Dahlia’s forehead as slept. I enjoyed the little groans of complaint it elicited. 
 
    Devon shrugged and leaned back against the wall, slouching lower. “It means you’ve got some good fucking genes,” he said. 
 
    Carmilla shot him a look. “We don’t swear in front of the baby,” she scolded him, covering Styria’s ears. 
 
    Devon laughed and closed his eyes, readying himself for a nap. “Carmilla Tepes, that baby’s got far more to worry about than the F-bomb.” A few minutes later, he was asleep.
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   E ven Devon’s portal made me feel sick. The nausea of dealing with so many gateways to other worlds in such a short span of time was wearing on all of us, but there was no turning back. With Chelsea more or less out of commission, we had to lean on our former rescuer for assistance, and though we generally trusted him, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have a smidgen of doubt lingering in the back of my mind. 
 
    The first order of business, of course, was to determine the location of the rest of the materials that we needed in order to craft the fabled Silver Key. I’d never built one before, and I didn’t know much about crafting magical items, even with everything I’d absorbed from Liam 2, but I knew it required a sizable sum of Elder Orbs, among other things. 
 
    I frowned as I thought of Randy. He had started getting pretty good at crafting right around the time he got possessed by Nyarlathotep. Too bad he never got to explore that talent further.  
 
    I also knew that the Headmistress probably knew what I needed to know, and that her consciousness still dwelt inside of me somewhere—but I preferred not to go there for now. 
 
    “Does anyone have any ideas?” I asked my beautiful companions… and Devon. 
 
    “We can check a local library for information,” suggested Dahlia, brushing her hair back behind her ears. To me, her locks still looked silver, as fluorescent as the moon itself. To the people of this world, though, she seemed downright normal, if uncommonly hot—platinum blonde at best. Our illusory, normal human forms were all activated the moment we set foot in this dimension. 
 
    “You do realize that human libraries aren’t gonna have spell books and genuine tones of the occult, don’t you, Dolly?” Memento said, almost laughing. The only thing holding her back from outright giggling was probably the glum situation that we all found ourselves in. 
 
    Dahlia did come from a simpler dimension and world than the rest of us. She had traveled through as many worlds as I had, though, if not more, so nothing was all that off-putting to her about my homeworld. Still, technology on my Earth, as well as the availability of information, was something that she wasn’t accustomed to. 
 
    On the one hand, Dahlia probably had no idea just how available information was here. The concept of the Internet must have been entirely alien to her, for one thing, but she was also used to having access to spell books and all manner of magical information available to her in the library in Esoterica. It turned out that wasn’t what she was talking about, though. 
 
    “But isn’t HP Lovecraft some kind of published fiction author in your world? Or at least masquerading as one?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    I smirked as I realized what she might be getting at. “Yeah,” I said. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” 
 
    Carmilla was the one to finish the thought. “His books in this dimension might actually contain clues as to what exactly we might be looking for and where we might find it,” she said. “Nice thinking, Dolly.” 
 
    Dahlia smiled. That simple smile lifted my spirits more than anything else in the last twenty-four hours. The little things still counted, even after what we’d been through. 
 
    With all her powers, it felt rather silly to be acting so mundanely human, walking through the streets like anyone else. I watched people pass me by on the sidewalk, noticing as they seemed to stop and stare for moments at a time, maybe sensing that there was something off about us. More likely they were just in awe of how hot the girls with me were. 
 
    Chelsea was still rather quiet as we walked through the streets. This was her world, too, but she looked at it with disinterest, showing far more neutrality than I expected from her. 
 
    “How does it feel to be back home, Chelsea?” I asked curiously, watching for any hints in her expression. I saw only boredom. 
 
    “It’s weird, I guess,” she said. “Having an Elder God share your headspace makes it a little hard to appreciate a homecoming, you know?” 
 
    I stifled a laugh. “I’ll admit that makes sense,” I said with a dry throat. 
 
    I’d been through a lot more than her by that time, but she was sharing her mind and consciousness to some degree with a being of cosmic significance. It was a wonder she was still sane.  
 
    “I guess I’m a bit over humanity, you know?” she said. The choice of words gave me pause. Over humanity? 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I mean, I guess home just doesn’t do it for me anymore. Ever since I met you, I became aware of the fact that there was something more important out there,” she said. “I cut myself off from most of my friends and family and just thought about you all the time. I didn’t remember what happened—but I knew something was up. I clung to what memories of you I still had, looking for signs about my true purpose. And then the dreams of Esoterica came.” 
 
    I looked at Devon, who seemed to be noticing Chelsea for the very first time. “Oh—you’re her,” he said, cocking his head. “You’re the girl I mind-wiped back when I snatched Liam.” 
 
    She nodded. “You didn’t do a great job with the mind-wipe,” she giggled. 
 
    “I did an excellent job,” he said, crossing his arms. “You must be abnormal somehow—and looking at you now, cute cat ears and all, I think it’s plain to see that I’m right about that hunch.” 
 
    “It stands to reason that she’s special,” I agreed. “Bast chose her as a vessel and as my, uh, mate.” 
 
    “How many mates does one guy need?” Devon said coldly. “Not to be weird, but yeesh.” 
 
    Eventually we found our way into the nearest library. It was my hometown, so it didn’t take long for us to sort it out. I even managed to conjure a believable facsimile of my library card from back in the day. 
 
    “I’ve never seen such a large group of twenty-somethings wander into a library like this,” the old crook-nosed librarian commented as I presented my card to her. 
 
    I shrugged. “Book club. Looking for new material together. Where is your fiction by HP Lovecraft?” I asked. 
 
    “That would probably be in the Science Fiction section.” She pointed into the main room of the library. “You’ll see the signs when you head in that way, but let me know if you can’t find anything.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ve never fucked in a library before,” Chelsea muttered as we left the hearing range of the older woman. 
 
    “There’ll be a day when we’re in a position to rectify that,” I said. 
 
    “Rectify,” Memento snorted. “Rectum.” 
 
    Devon sighed. “I can excuse myself if you’d prefer.” 
 
    Dahlia turned to face him and smiled. “That would be wonderful, Devon, thank—” 
 
    Carmilla elbowed her in the tit. 
 
    “Ouch!” she said, grabbing her heaping mound of breast-flesh and shooting a scornful look at the vampiress. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Devon,” Carmilla said. “We need to stay focused, and having you here really helps with that, as you can see.” 
 
    I nodded, fighting back the urge to chuckle. “You’re our human sex-deterrent. A cockblock made flesh.” 
 
    Devon frowned. “That’s… not a title I’ll carry with pride,” he said, his stubble-heavy face darkened with a scowl. 
 
    We found the Lovecraft section easily enough, and each of us took a copy of his complete works and sat down at a simple hardwood table. Our feet rested on gray Berber carpeting. Chelsea shunned the table and fell ass-first into a bean bag chair in the corner. I smiled. She definitely earned that spot. 
 
    “There is literally a short story called ‘The Silver Key,’” I said, glancing at the table of contents. 
 
    “There’s another called the Dreamlands of Unknown Kadath,” Carmilla said, stroking Styria’s hair as the baby slept calmly against her mother’s bosom. I smiled at the peaceful sight. Styria was, thankfully, a chill baby. 
 
    We read through the stories, spending the bulk of the day scouring our books for information, but they were just stories, after all. Yes, there were tidbits of lore, but nothing that hinted at what it took to create something like a Silver Key. 
 
    Still, it was nice to be back on my Earth. Bringing all my girls here, it honestly kind of felt like a date. We smiled at each other every now and then as we studied, sharing tidbits that we learned, spotting references that linked back up to our own adventures. 
 
    “There’s a story called the Thing on the Doorstep that’s totally about Headmistress Waite!” Dahlia gasped as she studied her copy. 
 
    I looked at her in wonder. “Really?” I asked. “What’s it about?” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” she said. She bit her lip and read through it, her eyes scanning the pages. I sank back into my own book for a while as I waited for her revelation. 
 
    “It explains how she hopped bodies to some other guy that she was dating a long time ago. But the timeline doesn’t add up historically, I think. She’s had Esoterica too long for the story to be totally true.” 
 
    I smirked. “Headmistress apocrypha, then?” 
 
    “More like fan fiction,” Carmilla giggled. “Randy’s grandpa is in a ton of these stories. He seems like a cool dude.” 
 
    “I found Atal mentioned in one,” Memento said. “Remember him?” 
 
    Devon let out a groan that was so loud it earned a shush from the librarian as she walked by us. “Eyes on the prize, people,” he said. “Silver Key, remember the mission.” 
 
    I nodded and set my book down in front of me, ready to spitball ideas at this point. “I could try to craft one out of just Elder Orbs,” I said, shrugging, “going off my memory of the magical signature of the original. I could try to recreate it.” 
 
    “Do you think it’d work?” Devon asked. The dismissive tone of his voice clearly hinted at what he thought. 
 
    I sighed. “No,” I admitted, “I think we still need a bit more to work off of than that, if I’m being honest with myself.” 
 
    “Be honest with yourself, then,” he grunted. “No sense wasting the orbs on a failed experiment.” 
 
    Everyone nodded or otherwise indicated their agreement with that—all except for Chelsea, who was still lying in a bean bag chair across the room from the rest of us. She shot up suddenly, though, drawing all our eyes. 
 
    We watched as she hastily but quietly walked over to us, her finger on a specific spot in the back of the book. “Hey!” she said, whispering excitedly, “take a look at the back of your books!” 
 
    We all followed her instructions. Almost all of us had the same stamp in the back matter. 
 
    “Donated by the Society of Lovecraftian Studies,” I read aloud. “And there’s an address at the bottom.” 
 
    “So what?” Devon asked. “It’s just a bunch of normies who enjoy the stories.” 
 
    “The address is close,” Chelsea said, “and they may be fanatics with access to more information than what we can find here.” 
 
    “I mean, what else are we going to do?” I asked him. He had no real response except to lean back deeper into his chair and groan again. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Carmilla said with a shrug. “We’ve got nothing else to go off of. Does either Chelsea or Liam have any memory of the location? Working together, I think we could teleport there if someone were familiar.” 
 
    I looked at Chelsea, who shook her head. I sighed. “Best I can do is a few miles away, on the highway,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not bad,” Dahlia replied, nodding her symmetrical, pretty head. “We can teleport there first and then head the rest of the way on foot.” 
 
    “Alright,” Devon grunted, standing up suddenly. “Let’s do it. I can lend some power to that spell, too.” 
 
    “Right here?” Carmilla asked as Devon reached out his hands, producing his own wand. 
 
    He shrugged. “Who the fuck cares who sees? Do you?” 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted. “Certainly not worth trying to be discreet when we plan on burning out of here ASAFP.” I grabbed his hand and reached out my other for Chelsea. Soon we were all linked up, and Dahlia began the ritual. People started looking at us—scowling, frowning in some cases. Others watched us like we were crazy. The library wasn’t particularly full, but there were enough people to see it and judge. 
 
    “Think of the place as clearly as you can, Liam,” Dahlia whispered. “Conjure its image and your geographical understanding of its place in this world. Bring them to mind. It doesn’t have to be perfect. Let me know when you’re ready.” 
 
    I said nothing for a while as I brought the picture of it to life in my head. I remembered a stop sign with bullet holes in it before the one red light on that highway, close to the point we needed to travel to. “Okay,” I grunted at last. “I think I’ve got it.” 
 
    The starchild beauty inhaled a deep, sweet breath. “M’kanri f’htagn ikl’thun bu’grasht,” Dahlia said. We all repeated her incantation, speaking it in unison. Our eyes glowed, and other people in the library started screaming and gasping as we dematerialized into thin air. 
 
    I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, we were on the side of the road, in front of that sign I had recalled in my head. 
 
    “This is it,” I said. I spun halfway on my heel and pointed off toward a dusty old dirt road surrounded by forest on either side. “It’s off in this direction.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Carmilla asked, rocking the baby in her arms. 
 
    I grinned. “I’m sure,” I said. 
 
    As we walked down the path, though, we became vaguely aware of an uncomfortable fact. We were being followed. A few hundred paces behind us, cloaked figures lurked in the distance. It was Memento who noticed them first. 
 
    “Who do you think they are?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “The easiest way to find out is to ask,” I suggested. “Whoever they are, I doubt they’re much of a threat to us.” 
 
    “Let’s see what they do first,” Dahlia countered, caution coloring her voice. “I’m curious about their purpose, too, but sometimes actions speak louder than words.” 
 
    We kept on walking, but we didn’t have to wait all that long for their actions to speak—and they spoke loudly indeed. As a colonial-era mansion appeared atop a distant hill, the figures started sprinting, closing the gap between us at a breathtaking speed. 
 
    “They aren’t human,” I grunted, spinning on my heel and taking out my wand. I uttered an incantation, lifting the would-be attackers into the air. Their hoods fell backward, exposing their faces. Elder signs were etched in scar tissue on each of their foreheads, and they were blind. 
 
    “Mages of Esoterica are not welcome here,” one of them hissed at us. 
 
    “How do you know what we are?” Dahlia asked, lifting her crystal ball up menacingly. 
 
    There was a rumble like thunder in the distance, but the sky was blue and clear as crystal. “We’re too late,” muttered one of the men. “They’ve doomed us all.” 
 
    “Doomed you how?” I asked, my voice anxious and cold. 
 
    “The Creatures of the Void are here to claim the child—and if they can’t, they’ll tear this universe apart in protest.” 
 
    A single, mountain-sized tentacle was the first to appear through a great rupture in the sky, its long stalk flailing and searching. It sure looked a lot like the end of a world—like an up-scaled version of the end of Esoterica, too, as more and more tentacles and many-eyed monsters started to leak out through thousands of fresh portals that made tatters of the fabric holding this dimension together. 
 
    I swallowed. “I think we may have fucked up, gang,” I admitted. My observation proved to be astute.
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    his isn’t a normal Void Thing incursion,” Dahlia said, gasping as the cloaked individuals panicked and tried to get away. 
 
    “Let them run,” Devon grunted. “They’re all dead anyway.” 
 
    I raised my wand. “We can catch them easily,” I countered him with a sneer. “They may have information we desperately need. Why should we let them go?” 
 
    “Those things are looking for you and your daughter,” he said, looking me in the eyes. “They may lock onto your magical signature instantly if you use any magic within range of their searching eyes.” 
 
    “Liam,” Memento said, looking at me sympathetically. She placed a hand on my shoulder. “I think we’ve done something very bad to your world.” 
 
    “No shit,” I grunted as the doomsday scenario played out before our very eyes. Inky Void tentacles emerged from cracks and fractures in the air and soil, casting a wide net. Some were gargantuan—those were high in the sky, gazing ominously down at the ground below with eyes that squirmed and blinked from the ends of fleshy stalks, always searching, never stopping. But there was no time for dread or regret. 
 
    “The Outer Gods are to blame, not us,” Dahlia declared. “We still have time, though. We can make our trip here worthwhile.” 
 
    Carmilla nodded. “We need to hurry. I can make us invisible, but I can’t guarantee—” 
 
    “—Save your energy,” Devon said, raising a hand to stop her. “Smart money says those things can see right through our magic.” He was pointing up at the many-eyed fiends above us, who cast long shadows over us all. 
 
    When the mansion filled itself out on the horizon, Devon cut the rest of the journey short by casting another teleportation spell—this one was short range, directable toward objects in sight. In truth, Dahlia and I knew the spell as well, but Devon insisted we do our best to remain under the radar. Part of that meant no magic. 
 
    We stood in front of a pair of great arched double doors, the entrance to an old colonial estate, now mostly in a fresh state of decay. The stone was crumbling and lichens had overgrown all the woodwork, but even these were not as thick upon the heavy oaken panels as the green mold that had gathered in the seams and rivets and partly concealed the surface.  
 
    I held my nose as we drew close, anticipating a powerful odor. As I kicked the door in, the stink wafted at us, triggering the sense memory of some wretched beast of Hell that I’d become acquainted with in the past. It was not a musty smell like that which came from the building’s age, but something more akin to the stagnation or decay of a large fleshy organism.  
 
    It became evident, though, that the ramshackle, dilapidated exterior was a ruse, for the inside of the mansion was a picture of splendor beyond anything I’d ever encountered before in my home dimension. The floors were inlaid with elaborate parquetry, the polished brick walls covered with richly colored tapestries, and the furnishings and fixtures—including the candelabra and beams on which they rested—were crafted of either polished brass or priceless marble, some metal bits even plated with gold. A fire crackled in a massive hearth, but the room’s true source of light was the many windows that opened onto a broad veranda. There, standing at the railing, was a small, slim figure dressed in black, who turned to face us as we entered. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked him, holding up an arm to keep the rest of my entourage behind me. 
 
    The strange man had gaunt features and pale white skin, a long aquiline nose, and a pointed beard. He looked like the sort of person one would see in an art gallery: well-dressed, refined, and probably very educated. “It hardly matters anymore,” he said, sorrow in his voice. “They followed you here, and in a few moments, this world will be gone.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and made a fist at my side, frowning at the conviction in his voice. He was so certain that this world—my world, I did well to remember— would soon fall to these invaders. And I had brought them here. 
 
    Dahlia inserted herself into the discussion, sensing my tension, I was sure. “Please, if nothing matters, then help us,” she pleaded. “We’re trying to craft a Silver Key.” 
 
    He nodded. “I can do you one better than providing you with the tools to craft such a thing,” he said, smirking even as a tear dripped down his chin. “I can give you mine.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “There’s a Silver Key?! Here?!” 
 
    “In this very mansion,” he said with a jerk of his head. His dry voice was heavy with sorrow even as he continued to speak. “My own Silver Key.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “Why would you want to help us?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    He laughed. “Avenge my home,” he replied, his voice vacant of hope. “I know that dimension-hopping mages of Esoterica like yourselves will likely care little for the plight of one Earth out of the millions or billions that dot the multiverse, but this is my Earth. And soon it, and this whole universe, will be but a gaping scar across the tapestry of the cosmos.” 
 
    Carmilla squeezed my wrist knowingly. This man didn’t know that this world was my home, too. How he knew about Esoterica or came into possession of a Silver Key—those questions were at the forefront of my mind, but they didn’t matter. None of it mattered. Even the fact that my own home was being destroyed outside—it didn’t matter. I told myself that again and again, but I failed to believe it. It doesn’t matter, I insisted in my own head. None of it matters.  
 
    “Well, hurry, then,” Memento said impatiently. “If you’re going to help, then help! We don’t have much time!” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” he sighed. “Are you planning to escape to the Dreamlands now?” 
 
    I looked at my crew. Devon nodded. “If it’s possible, I’d recommend it,” he said. “The Outer Gods have less surveilling power over the Dreamlands, or so I’ve heard.” 
 
    “So do we, though,” I grunted. 
 
    “I really don’t feel up to creating a new portal yet, Liam,” Chelsea said, anxiety written on her face. “Please don’t make me if you don’t have to.” 
 
    I nodded, letting a sigh go out through the space between my teeth. “Then it has to be the Dreamlands.” 
 
    “I’ll brew some tea, then,” the man said calmly. “It’ll help you sleep.” 
 
    I slapped my face. “Fuck, how are we supposed to sleep under these circumstances?” I groaned. I hadn’t even considered the question until now. 
 
    “Wait, where’s the key?” Dahlia said. 
 
    The man gestured to a large desk carved from black marble. “It’s in the drawer.” 
 
    I crossed the room and ran my hand along the smooth surface of the ornate desk. I found the drawer in question—actually, there were several to choose from, but the one that had a lock on it seemed the most obvious choice. I used my brute strength to rip the drawer free of its locking mechanism, and I gasped at its contents. 
 
    The key was there, alright, but so was a dusty leather-bound tome labeled “The Journal of Howard Phillips Lovecraft.” I paged through the book and saw the ravings of a mad man. Nothing of use to me, anyway. After slipping the key in my bag of holding, I tossed the book to Dahlia. She caught it deftly and gasped when she saw its title. 
 
    “I suppose you can have that, too,” the man grunted as he poured hot water from a kettle above the fireplace into several ceramic mugs. “Better let you take it than allow it to disappear into the Void.” 
 
    “What is this?” I asked, taking the mug he handed me. The others took theirs as well, staring into the murky concoction dubiously. 
 
    “Think of it as very sophisticated sleepy-time tea,” he smirked. He noticed the look I gave him. “Oh, no, it’s not poison,” he laughed. “It’s an herbal creation of my grandfather that made passing beyond the Wall of Sleep into the Dreamlands much quicker and easier. Usually drugs will impede the process, but not this.” 
 
    “Should we trust him?” Carmilla asked. 
 
    Devon tapped the man on the forehead. The gaunt man offered no resistance. I watched as Devon’s eyes went white. “At the very least, he believes it.” 
 
    “It’ll have to do, then,” I said. 
 
    “Have a seat on the couch,” the man said. “Drink your tea, and—” 
 
    A crashing sound from upstairs shook the mansion. The gaunt man sighed. “I suppose they’ve found us,” he said, “or they soon will. Best hurry now.” 
 
    Devon set down his cup. “I’ll keep them at bay,” he offered. “You four drink the tea.” 
 
    My eyes went wide, and Carmilla gasped as she realized the implications of what our Rescuer was planning. “Devon, no!” she screeched, “you’ll die!” 
 
    Memento caught on, “Wait, what!? No, you can’t stay.” 
 
    He shot them stern looks. “Drink your fucking tea. Now. There is literally no time.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “Devon, I—” 
 
    “Liam, I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed his hand. “I was going to say I can’t thank you enough. I respect what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Make sure I don’t die in vain, would you?” he laughed, though it was a forced thing. 
 
    I nodded, swallowing a pained lump in my throat. 
 
    With sobs and a few more brief protests, we drank our tea, joined hands, and sat on the couch. Sleep came swiftly, almost violently. With a few bitter forced sips, even Styria was out. As the mansion crumbled around us and the loudest sound became the cries of the two other men in the room and the wet sound of flesh being ripped apart, we faded away, crossing the Great Barrier, scaling the Wall of Sleep. 
 
    Just in time.
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   W e awoke in the Dreamlands, the mirror to the world where we had just been—still intact, for now, though I knew it was a fragile reality, liable to fall apart at any moment. 
 
    “I wonder how long this place will hold,” Carmilla said, her voice thick with gloom.  
 
    “Long enough for them to evacuate any avatars of the Great Old Ones,” Dahlia said. 
 
    Memento offered nothing, but she reached around from behind me, pressing her chest against my back in an embrace that encircled my waist with her arms, her knuckles planted against my abdomen. 
 
    Chelsea and I exchanged meaningful, haunted looks. “It’s all gone,” she said with a sigh. “All of it.” 
 
    I nodded, unable to break my gaze with her. “It’s not our fault,” I said, but it felt like a lie. 
 
    She bit her lip. “I know, but—it kind of is, isn’t it?” she said. “We could have gone anywhere else, any other Earth—” 
 
    “The same result would have occurred, just to a different universe,” Dahlia pointed out. “We couldn’t have known that the Outer Gods would act so swiftly or forcefully.” 
 
    “How are they controlling the Void Things?” Carmilla asked, holding Styria close to her cheek. 
 
    I looked at the two of them and frowned, placing my palm on Memento’s hand. “I don’t know,” I said. “The Void Things should hate the Outer Gods.” 
 
    “They must have proxies that are doing the directing,” Dahlia noted. 
 
    It made the most sense. “Probably random wizards from Esoterica that they’ve corrupted, or—” 
 
    “They may even be using the souls of Randy, Brian, and Evelyn,” Carmilla said. It was a dark thought, but it brought hope to her voice. 
 
    “The Outer Gods claimed their souls were gone,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I don’t believe a single thing Nyarlathotep has ever told us,” Memento muttered in my ear, tightening her grip around my waist. “Is there some way that the Outer Gods would be able to use our friends’ bodies and powers to control Void Things?” 
 
    I shook my head at first but stopped suddenly. “Wait a fucking second,” I groaned, slapping myself on the forehead. “Of course there fucking is.” 
 
    “What?!” Dahlia gasped. 
 
    “I went on a mission a long time ago with Randolph and Brian that—Dahlia, think. Remember the book I gave you?” 
 
    “The Voidcaller’s book!” she said. “But I thought I had the only copy!” 
 
    “And where is it now?” I asked her calmly. 
 
    She scrunched up her face in a pouting grimace as she tried to think on the question. “I think it must still be back in my room in Esoterica—or what’s left of it.” 
 
    I nodded. “Before I gave it to you, the Headmistress gave it to me. You know who gave it to her?” 
 
    “Randolph,” she guessed. 
 
    I nodded. “Fucking Randolph. I’ll bet the fucker had a copy made.” 
 
    “He was well-rounded enough with magic to make a duplicate,” Memento replied. “It makes some sense.” 
 
    “It’s a bit of a reach,” Dahlia noted, “but seeing as how we have nothing else to go on, it’s the simplest explanation.” 
 
    I looked around. The landscape surrounding us was as bizarre as it was picturesque. The sky had become a curious, colorless gray, and the eerie vista seemed to consist of an endless series of rolling hills, all about equally high and steep. I recognized that we were standing at the top of one such hill, approximately similar in geography to the place where we had been in the waking world scant minutes before. 
 
    The trees here were as lush and dense with leaves as those in the waking counterpart to the Dreamlands, but the leaves were monochromatic, silvery things—like nothing I’d ever seen before. They looked almost like metal foil, dangling from the rigid branches of mournful, black tree trunks. 
 
    “There’s something wrong about this place,” I said quietly. “Last time we were in the Dreamlands, it wasn’t as vapid and gray as this.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Carmilla said. “I think it probably means exactly what we think it means.” 
 
    I nodded, looking back into Chelsea’s eyes. “Time is limited, then,” I grunted. “We’re watching our own universe die from a distance.” 
 
    “Not a safe distance,” Carmilla prudently pointed out. “We came here thinking this would be safer, but now we’re on borrowed time. Chelsea, how much time do you need to get us out of here?” 
 
    She shrugged. “A day, at least,” she answered. “Any sooner and it might knock me out—or worse.” 
 
    I nodded. “A day should be fine,” I said, though there was no way of being certain. “We can survive on conjured food for a day, easily, without any adverse effects.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing this isn’t our first time in the Dreamlands,” Dahlia muttered. She breathed out a sigh that sounded almost like a whimper. “At least we can safely use magic on day one this time.” 
 
    Yeah, that was good. Last time we had come to the Dreamlands—these same Dreamlands, actually—it took us a considerable amount of time to learn the ropes and for our bodies and minds to acclimate to the way magic worked here. This time, we didn’t have the same disadvantage. 
 
    “I wonder if Atal is still around,” I grunted. 
 
    “Not for long,” Memento said. It was a dark thing to say, but that didn’t temper the truth of it. 
 
    Eventually, we settled down and conjured a campfire—its flames, too, seemed silvery and dim. Magic was leaving this place. More than that—life itself was leaving. 
 
    We huddled together and tried to fall asleep. Eventually, I did, but I was woken in the middle of the night by the sound of two voices. Dahlia and Carmilla had migrated to the campfire while Chelsea and Memento snoozed, pressing their bodies against me. 
 
    Styria whined softly as Carmilla nursed her, but the baby seemed uncomfortable from the persistence of her droning cries. 
 
    “Just drink,” Carmilla said, “Come on, it’s right here!” Her voice was plainly distressed, and I thought about getting up to offer help. 
 
    “Styria isn’t latching?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    Carmilla broke down. “No,” she said, sounding like she was about to sob, “she won’t drink anymore, but she’s hungry. I can tell!” 
 
    Dahlia muttered something, and I heard her shuffling closer to Carmilla and the child. “Both you and Liam drink blood—do you think it would help if she had some of mine?” 
 
    Carmilla gasped. “I guess we could see. Do you really think that’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Dahlia mused. “This golem-based body didn’t used to have blood, but over time, it’s molded to become closer to my original form. Everything is more or less real now, blood included.” 
 
    “Whoa. That’s cool,” Carmilla said. “Should I bite you?” 
 
    Dahlia must have held out her arm because I heard the sound of her gasp in pain as Carmilla bit into her flesh. A few seconds later, the crying sounds from Styria ended abruptly, replaced by the sounds of a suckling child. 
 
    “She’s drinking!” Carmilla said. “Wow—I got off of the hook from having to nurse much earlier than I anticipated.” 
 
    I heard Dahlia groan. “I guess this means I’ll be nursing her from now on.” 
 
    “Now I’ve got all this milk, though,” Carmilla laughed quietly. “Look at these funbags, they’re huge!” 
 
    Dahlia giggled. “They are awesome, for sure.” 
 
    “Do you think Liam would enjoy sucking the milk out of them?” she asked with a naughty giggle. 
 
    “Oh, for sure he would. I wouldn’t mind trying either,” Dahlia giggled. “As an experiment, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Carmilla echoed her. It got quiet after that for a while. Just as I was starting to drift back to sleep, though, I heard Dahlia’s voice chime back in. “Do you think we’re going to die?” 
 
    My eyes shot open, but they didn’t notice. I watched them as they continued, unable to restrain my curiosity and concern. 
 
    Carmilla let out a heavy, doleful sigh. “I don’t know, Dolly,” she said. “If we do, everyone does, so there is that.” 
 
    “Not much comfort,” Dahlia whimpered. 
 
    Carmilla shrugged it off. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m scared,” said Dahlia as Styria continued to suckle from her wrist. Dahlia patted the baby on the head as Carmilla held her between them. “I don’t want to lose Liam.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Carmilla said. “Or you. Or my own life.” 
 
    Dahlia nodded. “Of course,” she said. “But—mostly I’m just afraid of what happens after we die. Will we be separated? Liam will go to Hell for fifty years. Will I go with him?” 
 
    “God, I certainly hope not,” Carmilla said. “Fuck, I didn’t even think about Hell. But wait—if the universe is destroyed, Hell included, then that whole situation is canceled, right?” 
 
    Dahlia cocked her head sideways. “That’s even worse, though, because I can’t be with him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmilla sighed. “That would suck. But let’s focus on staying alive for now.” 
 
    “This was a waste of a trip,” Dahlia whined. “Devon’s dead, Liam’s whole universe is dying, and the safe zone we were planning to hide out inside of turned out to be a ticking time bomb that we have to escape anyway.” 
 
    My heart throbbed to hear it put like that. We’d lost so much on this half-baked plan. 
 
    “It sucks,” Carmilla agreed. “But it’s the situation we’re in, and it’s a setback, not a fail-state. We can still bounce back from this, Dolly.” 
 
    “I know we can,” Dahlia grumbled. “But it’s going to be hard. And Liam is going to suffer so much.” 
 
    “Liam is strong,” Carmilla replied, almost sounding annoyed. “Trust in him.” 
 
    “You know I do, but—” 
 
    “Trust in him,” Carmilla repeated, placing a hand on Dahlia’s shoulder. 
 
    Again, a long pause broke up the conversation. Eventually it ended with Dahlia sobbing. 
 
    “Everyone we knew is dead,” she wailed, but she tried to hide her cries, muffling them against Carmilla’s shoulder. 
 
    “I know,” Carmilla said. “Literally everyone Liam and Chelsea knew is gone, and all our friends from Esoterica—they all died terribly. I know, Dolly—it’s not fair.” 
 
    At that point, I got up, and they both turned to look at me, wide-eyed, with snot and tears running down their faces. 
 
    “If anyone ever told you life was fair, I will personally kick their ass,” I said, sitting down beside them. We sat in a sort of triangular formation, our knees rubbing together. Carmilla held Styria between us all, and I looked down upon my child as she finished drinking from Dahlia at last. 
 
    “How long have you been awake?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    “Long enough,” I said. “I wasn’t able to just pretend not to hear any longer. Come here.” I leaned forward and put my arms around them both, nuzzling them closely. “Everything is going to work out,” I said. “I promise.” 
 
    “You can’t promise that,” Dahlia pouted. 
 
    “I just did,” I assured her, smirking. “But I need you all to stay strong with me. Whatever challenges and setbacks we run into, we’ll face it as a team.” 
 
    I thought I heard one of them mutter something as I hugged them again, but it was faint, so I leaned back and looked at them all together. “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    Carmilla and Dahlia exchanged looks. “What was what?” 
 
    “Did you say something?” I asked, blinking at the two of them expectantly. 
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    Suddenly, though, I heard it again. Liam! It was almost a scream, coming from inside my head. Liam, she’s hurting me! Liam! 
 
    “Melody!” I said hoarsely, a shout that was also like a whisper. Dahlia and Carmilla’s eyes opened wide. “Melody, what’s going on!?” 
 
    There was no answer for the longest time. 
 
    “I need to check on Mel,” I grunted. 
 
    That’s right, Mr. Elloway, came a voice I thought I’d never hear again. Come and get her—if you can. 
 
    The Headmistress was calling to me from the deep, dark recesses of my own mind, daring me to rescue Melody from her torment. It was a trap.  
 
    That didn’t change the fact that I was ready for it.
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   I t turns out my mind is an ugly thing. As I sank into the scenery of my own thoughts, I was beset on all sides with murals of my traumas, playing out in vibrant colors on the otherwise white walls of the room where I expected to find Melody. 
 
    She wasn’t there. Instead, there was an empty bed and the aforementioned images of my past. All the greatest hits of my psychological damage were on full and proud display—reenactments of my time in the pits of Hell, the accident that claimed the lives of my family, the pain that Carmilla endured in childbirth, the realization that Dahlia had killed Rebecca—even holding Randolph in my arms moments before his body was first possessed by Nyarlathotep. 
 
    I didn’t so much as blink, though. I was on a mission, and that mission was to pacify the Headmistress and bring Melody back to me, one way or another. No compromises. Failure wasn’t on the menu. 
 
    I heard Melody’s voice first. “Liam!” It was closer now that I was also inside the sanctum of my subconscious. “Liam! Where are you?! I can’t see you—” It didn’t feel like a psychic message anymore, but an actual, audible voice now. 
 
    And then another voice revealed itself—a more nauseating, sadistic voice. “Mr. Elloway,” she cackled. “I will spare the quips. I have your ghost lover in my possession now. Forfeit your body to me, and she will live.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” I challenged her. “Just so we’re perfectly clear.” 
 
    “Then she will not live.” 
 
    “I’m already dead, bitch—” 
 
    Melody’s insult was interrupted by the sounds of her own agonizing shrieks. “You’ve made your point,” I said, tightening my fists. “Show yourself.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it is you who must reveal yourself,” the Headmistress snorted with acidity. “You must dig deeper into your own mind so that you may open the door for me to escape, and so that I may close it behind me, locking you within.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, entirely clueless as to how to do what she was proposing. I focused on her, on Melody, seeking them. I saw a black orb appear in my mind’s eye, and when I opened my eyelids it was there in the white room with me. I took one last look at the pictures of my various personal struggles playing out on the walls. 
 
    “Are these meant to unnerve me?” I asked with a scoff. 
 
    “Enough delaying,” she said—her voice showed some disappointment that her preparations had apparently not had the desired effect. “Come to me, Mr. Elloway.” 
 
    Closing my eyes again, I walked into the black orb, pondering what might happen next. As it turned out, I found myself in yet another room, another layer inside my mind, this one having the appearance of the Void itself, all darkness and madness incarnate. 
 
    Melody was floating in front of me, with the Headmistress Eliza Waite at her side. “I’d be lying if I said I was happy to see you again,” I remarked. 
 
    “Enough! Cede control to me or she dies.” 
 
    “Nine out of ten dentists agree—don’t fuck with me, Eliza. We do this on my terms and my timeline, or it doesn’t happen at all.” 
 
    Melody was standing still, just the way she’d been after had I returned from pursuing Nyarlathotep to the center of the multiverse. Her face was a mask of living terror—beautiful, but hard to look at due to the dark story it told. Her eyes had seen things no human eyes were meant to see, ghost or not, and it had shattered her. But I was here at last to pick up the pieces once and for all. 
 
    “Melody,” I said. “Talk to me.” 
 
    She didn’t budge, but I heard her voice sounding all the same. “I’m here, Liam. I’m—I’m scared.” 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” I assured her. “You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    “I don’t want her to take you from us,” Melody sobbed. 
 
    Inside my mind, I whispered back, “You already know the plan.” 
 
    Her face actually changed its expression, showing some recognition. I thought she might have even nodded. She and I had prepared for this. Now, all I had to do was trust that Melody could execute our designs quickly and cleanly. 
 
    “Release Melody, let her leave, and we’ll deal with what comes next,” I said. 
 
    The Headmistress frowned. “That doesn’t sound like solemn acceptance of your fate, Mr. Elloway.” 
 
    “Melody, you can leave,” I said.  
 
    She nodded, and she started to move, her body thawing from its frozen, inactive state at once. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” groaned the Headmistress as she fired a blast of something green and noxious at my ghostly lover. It made contact with Melody’s shoulder, sizzling it, making her phantom-like body waver and fade slightly. 
 
    I raised my own wand and pointed it at Eliza. “You will let her go, and then I will pay you back for that. Then, I will cede control of my mind to you.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow like an animal deciding whether or not to trust a human it had come across. A feral look burned in her eyes. “Go, then,” said Eliza. 
 
    Melody looked at me one more time and vanished, flying into the blackness above until her form faded and I felt her exiting my mind.  
 
    “You’re not the Liam Elloway who put me here,” she said, staring me down like a hawk.  
 
    “I’m not,” I confessed. “I’m him and more.” 
 
    “This body is even more powerful than the one I bargained for,” she grinned. 
 
    I shook my head at her. “But you’re inheriting my shitty life,” I warned her. “Things are at their worst right now. You’re making your move at the same time as a war rages on against the Outer Gods as they plot to take over the multiverse or see it destroyed.” 
 
    The Headmistress squinted at me through wrinkled eyes. Her crow’s feet betrayed her true caution. “Where is the other Eliza Waite?” she asked. “If this is not my reality, my timeline.” 
 
    I pointed my wand at her and shared the image of the Headmistress’s severed head being tossed to my feet. “You’re dead,” I said. “Esoterica is gone. It’s a losing battle, Eliza, but I can win it if you’ll give me the time. Then, when it’s over—” 
 
    She scoffed. “No. No no no, now that you know I’m here, you’ll never come back again. Why on Earth would you? No, this must happen now, Mr. Elloway. Now,” she growled the last words, “or never.” 
 
    I sighed, fighting the urge to smile. I could feel the psychic equivalent of Melody’s breath on the back of my neck and her lips to my ear. She was ready. 
 
    “Cede control, Mr. Elloway!” she shouted. 
 
    I smirked. “What if I just left?” 
 
    She roared in irritation, flailing her own wand in the air. “I won’t let you!” 
 
    “It’s just as well,” I said, sighing. “But you should know that your control over my head won’t last long.” 
 
    Eliza Waite laughed proudly. “I’m glad you erroneously believe that. My mind is much more powerful than yours, Mr. Elloway, even if your mana reserves are deeper and your command of Necromancy more impressive. You are still just a child, and I have lived several lifetimes, planning for this moment. I have fail-safes.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” I said, snorting. “If that were true, you wouldn’t be so desperate for me to believe you.” 
 
    Rage was showing on her brow now. I’d never seen her quite like this, with forehead veins exposed from her anger. “Cede control!” she shouted once more, whipping her wand at me menacingly. 
 
    “As you wish,” I said. 
 
    And then it was done. I withdrew, and I set her free. I felt the swell of her power grow, forcing itself upon me until I was little more than a passenger in my own head. The all-encompassing power of her washed over me in several waves. First, it was icy and filled with hate, but soon I felt the psychic warmth of her relief and determination. 
 
    “Yes!” she said. She floated upward slowly, grinning down upon me the whole time, heading into the blackness from whence we all came—the surface level of my mind. “Finally!” 
 
    All I could do now was wait for Melody to make her move. 
 
    And I waited. And waited. Hmm. Time passed. Seconds became minutes, and minutes became longer still. I tried to force myself upward, wresting myself from this black prison through my own reckoning, but it was no use. 
 
    “Melody!” I shouted. No reply. “Melody!” 
 
    “She won’t answer you,” a voice said. A new figure emerged from another corner of this private Void inside my mind. 
 
    I gasped when I saw who it was. “Liam,” I said. “You’re in here, too?” 
 
    Liam 2 grinned. “I am,” he said. “I’ve been here the whole time.” 
 
    I floated over to him. “Quickly, why isn’t Melody responding?” 
 
    “I saw for myself—digging you out and burying the Headmistress again would take immeasurable mental fortitude. She has recovered quite a bit in her time here, but she is still fragile. Even now, I’m certain she’s trying and failing to help.” 
 
    I sighed. “Fuck,” I groaned. “So I’m stuck here?! And the Headmistress has control over my girls?” 
 
    Liam 2 still smiled. “Relax,” he told me. “Give it time.” 
 
    “Give what time?” I asked. 
 
    Suddenly I felt a crash from all around me as the Void went from black to blazing white for one pulsing, throbbing instant. I covered my eyes, and then, when the light was gone, I lowered my hand and looked at Liam 2 questioningly. 
 
    “There is one stupid error that the Headmistress made—and that became clear to me as I watched her with Melody just before you arrived.” 
 
    “Don’t keep me in suspense,” I said. 
 
    He reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Your girls are loyal to you—you, Liam Elloway. Your soul. Their bond is with you, and the power of the Harem-Magus belongs to you, not your body. Right about now, Eliza has discovered that her entire gambit was pointless, that—” 
 
    His explanation was interrupted by a powerful scream that would have ruptured my eardrums if it weren’t all literally in my head. It was the Headmistress, howling in anger and frustration. 
 
    Liam 2 continued, his grin even wider, “—she doesn’t control your girls or your powers in the same way that she controlled those she’d possessed before.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, so, now what?” I asked. 
 
    “Now we wait,” he suggested. “Eliza is powerful, but so are your girls. All of them together—I believe they’ll weaken her enough.” 
 
    “Enough for what?” 
 
    “Enough to take control back—with my help, of course.” 
 
    I focused my vision straight ahead into the Void, willing myself to see out of my own eyes as a spectator, a passenger in my own body. Sure enough, a battle was unfolding. 
 
    Carmilla soared through the air, raining flames upon the Headmistress, whose every attack was shrugged off by my squad. A psychically cast, instantaneous effect was applied to Carmilla, grounding her momentarily, but to Eliza’s gasping horror, she shrugged off the effect. Carmilla’s eyes lit up with even more mayhem than before. 
 
    “Give us back our boy!” Carmilla howled. Close to the Headmistress’s face, she slashed her with her vampiric claws, and I felt some of my body’s life force leave. 
 
    Dahlia must have been behind the Headmistress, because at that moment, a flurry of inky black tentacles emerged from out of the corner of my eyes and wrapped themselves about my possessed body, making Eliza shriek in my voice. One tentacle even shoved itself into her mouth, muffling any uttered spells she might have attempted—but Eliza only needed movement to cast. Thankfully, being pinned to the ground by Void Thing tentacles, she lacked even that. 
 
    Only Chelsea seemed to have been subdued, as she was lying on the ground behind where Carmilla now stood, visible for only a few moments whenever the Headmistress happened to whip my head in her direction. I felt my blood boil with hate at the sight of Chelsea sprawled out like that. 
 
    Memento came in next in her full-on demon body, all red and sexy, and she glowered down at the Headmistress and placed a stiletto heel on her chest. Her demon wings folded behind her back as she smirked. “Do you think you can manage now, Melody?” Mimi asked. 
 
    A ghostly giggle sounded as the petite blue phantom appeared in front of my eyes, hovering over my body. “My turn, bitch,” she said, and then she entered my mind again. Her presence was immediately clear, and with Eliza rattled and her guard down, it had been all too easy for her to burrow her way back in. 
 
    “No!” I heard the Headmistress’s voice scream, but it didn’t make sense. Her mouth—my mouth—was stuffed full of Void Thing tentacles, so I was left wondering how she’d made any noise at all. 
 
    “She’s here,” Liam 2 grunted. I turned to look at him in confusion, but when I did, I saw not only him, but Melody, who was dragging the Headmistress back down into the depths of my mind by her hair.  
 
    “Noooo!” Eliza Waite howled. “No! I was so close!” 
 
    “Not as close as you might have thought,” Liam 2 said, grinning. 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “You! You! What are you doing here?!” 
 
    He laughed as he stared her down. “I could have pulled you back in at any moment—but I knew it would have been better for Melody if things played out like this.” 
 
    “It’s over,” I said, looking at Melody. “She’s done. No fight left in her.” The Headmistress’s eyes had gone blank and her jaw flapped in disbelief. All her hopes were gone—she was going to be in my head forever, with nothing she could ever hope to do about it. 
 
    “You’re right,” Liam 2 grunted. “How does it feel?” 
 
    I considered the question, still staring at Melody as though I were inspecting her for injuries, but that was ridiculous. “Feels good, I guess,” I chuckled. “One thing I don’t have to think about anymore.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” the other Liam said. He gestured to the gibbering mess of a woman beside him. “With her fully broken, you should have even more control over her powers than before.” 
 
    My eyes went wide at that revelation. “Now that you mention it,” I said, “yeah, I can feel it.” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “I’m happy I let you handle it yourself, then.” 
 
    “Now what?” Melody asked. “What about psycho-cunt over there?” 
 
    “Leave her to me,” the original Liam said. “I’ll make sure she stays broken.” Something dark lit up in his eyes—something that actually made me a bit uncomfortable—but I just nodded. 
 
    “Works for me,” I said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Leaving with Melody felt good. Seeing Chelsea already back up on her feet by the time I had regained full control over my body—that also felt good. Being showered with weepy affection from five of the most beautiful women in all of the multiverse all at once? Now, that felt great.

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-11 
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    ow did you kick her ass so badly?” I asked as Carmilla’s gentle hands found the shoulders of my cloak and tugged the draping garment free of my body. She looked so beautiful, even under the muted silver light of the Dreamlands’ dying moon. 
 
    “She had no idea how to use your body,” Carmilla answered. “She tried to command us—we were all just as surprised as she was that it did nothing.” 
 
    That detail wasn’t a shocker to me because I had gotten to observe it for myself. I grinned smugly as I felt Dahlia’s lips raking along the back of my neck. She let her tongue come out to play, tasting the sweat along my nape. She said nothing, uttering only a faint whimper of arousal. 
 
    Memento was holding Styria. “Uhhh,” she grunted awkwardly. “Looks like you’re all getting horned up, but the baby is like, right here.” 
 
    “We’ll watch her in shifts,” Dahlia muttered. “Let Carmilla, Melody, and me have the first round. You and Chelsea are on babysitting duty first.” 
 
    Melody started to mutter a bratty-sounding complaint, but perished the thought when Dahlia shot her a look that could probably send a Void Thing packing all on its own. “This is important,” she seethed, her wet lips still grazing my shoulders. 
 
    “I guess we’ll just, like, go over here,” Chelsea muttered in defeat. “But we totally get next ride!” 
 
    “Come right back if anything happens,” I murmured, faintly enough that I wasn’t sure if they’d hear me at first. Thankfully, the mystery didn’t survive long because Memento offered an annoyed sounding, “Yuh huh,” followed by a bold, “You’re stuffing my holes when we get back, mister.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said in a low tone that made Dahlia and Carmilla both shudder with anticipation. 
 
    “Now, how do I get in on this shit?” Melody asked, rubbing her palms together. “You gonna ghost-clone yourself again? That was hot as fuck.” 
 
    I shook my head, causing my cheek to rub up against Carmilla’s as the vampiress went for my neck. “No, as adapted as we are to the Dreamlands compared to the last time we were here, I think a subtler effect is in order.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Melody purred deliciously, her thin eyebrows doing a little caterpillar-like wiggle. 
 
    “I think I can spare enough of my mana to activate a spell I’ve been working on for a while,” I said. “Cun’tari m’thix.” 
 
    With that, my spell took effect, but Melody didn’t notice right away. “The shit was that?” she asked, watching jealously as Carmilla and Dahlia each worked on removing my pants and shirt. 
 
    “Do you feel anything?” I asked her. “Anything at all?” 
 
    She started shaking her head, but then her eyes lit up like the Fourth of July. “Unholy Cthulhu!” she said in a whisper that was like a shout. “I feel the wind on my crotch!” 
 
    That got Carmilla and Dahlia’s attention. They both spared a look at the ghostly girl. Her transparent dress’s ghostly transparency didn’t penetrate all the way through her anymore—it only gave a view to her pussy. 
 
    “I made a very specific part of your body corporeal,” I said. “I think that’ll make things interesting. Now I can fuck all three of you at the same time.” 
 
    Carmilla drew back from her nibbles at my neck to look me in the eye with an amusingly cocked eyebrow. “Sorry—my math never was the greatest—but how the fuck is that equation gonna work out?” 
 
    After Dahlia slammed my pants onto the ground with enough violence that you might assume they’d done her some grievous personal injury, she joined the conversation as well. “I’m also curious.” 
 
    “Well you know what they say: Curiosity killed the…” I frowned. “No wait. There’s a pussy joke in here somewhere, I know it. I just have to find it.” 
 
    Carmilla was already on her knees. She dropped the straps of her red dress. “Take your time, baby,” she said as her lips entrapped the tip of my cock inside their wet, velvety softness. I let out a half-conscious groan of satisfaction and ran my fingers through her pitch-black tresses, sifting through a clench of her hair, letting it fall through my fingers like a thin cord of silk. 
 
    Meanwhile, Dahlia was back to bestowing hickeys on my neck that would have been embarrassing if we were expecting to run into any social situations any time soon. Melody let out an audible whine as she watched the scene unfold without her. 
 
    “My cunt’s all drafty and you three are just making out. Not fucking fair.” 
 
    “You’ll get your turn,” Dahlia giggled. 
 
    “She’ll get it now,” I declared. I brought Carmilla and Dahlia to the ground with me, lying on my back. My cock stuck straight up. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Carmilla grinned, sashaying out of her skintight dress so that she was naked but for a matching strip of red lace. I suppose it counted as a pair of panties despite being made up of less fabric than a Barbie doll’s dress. 
 
    Dahlia followed the vampiress’s example, stripping off her white top and skirt. She discarded it behind her, and Melody watched it drop scornfully. 
 
    The blue ghost girl sighed. Her dress vanished in a flash. “I wish it made sense for me to do a sexy little strip.” 
 
    Dahlia got back onto her knees. Carmilla was already greedily stuffing my cock into her pussy. Melody looked as though she were about to flip out at any moment. 
 
    “Here is my grand design,” I said. “Dahlia, I want your pussy on my face. Don’t be shy. Carmilla, yes, you can ride, but you have to let Melody occupy that space with you.” 
 
    Carmilla’s pussy swallowed up my dick with practiced ease, tight and magma hot as always—much hotter than the rest of her nubile body. She pressed those cold, undead hands on my chest and started grinding her hips. “Share—wait, what?!” 
 
    “Melody, only your pussy is tangible,” I said. “Phase through Carmilla—both of you can ride me at the same time.” 
 
    Melody and Carmilla exchanged awkward looks. “Well…” 
 
    “It’s the easiest way,” I reasoned. 
 
    “Are you all done ignoring instructions?” Dahlia asked the others with faked exasperation, “cuz my pussy can’t lick itself.” 
 
    Melody slowly floated toward Carmilla, and I watched the vampire recoil as the beautiful blue ghost passed right through her—occupying the same space as Carmilla’s body. Melody lowered her tight entrance down, and my cock was eaten up by her spectral snatch. She let out a harsh moan as my length impaled her. 
 
    “Oh gross,” Carmilla said, still grinding her hips, “I can hear her sex sounds in my head.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Melody grunted, “let me fucking enjoy this.” 
 
    Dahlia planted her knees on either side of my face and let her pretty pussy descend gently upon my lips. I grabbed her firm asscheeks and pulled them apart, setting my tongue loose on her entire forbidden zone. I had every intention to tongue-thrash each inch of my silver-haired girl’s privates from clit to taint. 
 
    As I licked Dahlia’s flavorful slit, squeezing the meat of her buttocks tightly enough to make her squeal, I enjoyed the double-sensation of Carmilla grinding on my cock as Melody bounced up and down on it at the same time. The overwhelming pleasure took my breath away, and having my mouth full of tasty girl-juice certainly posed its own challenges to respiration. 
 
    “Aww, fuck, baby,” Dahlia whimpered, lightly writhing against my face. My nose was buried in the valley of her peach, my lips pressed firmly against her other lips. I darted in and out of her again and again with my tongue, each point of contact between our bodies tingling with the power of our bond. 
 
    Similarly, I buzzed with pleasure as both Carmilla and Melody filled the air with raucous screams of ecstasy. “Oh my God, baby,” Melody cooed, quivering on my cock like a first-timer. 
 
    “Sweet Dracula,” Carmilla groaned as her cream dripped down the length of my shaft and onto her thighs. “I know you probably can’t hear me cuz Dahlia’s saddled up on your face, but I fucking love you.” 
 
    I tried to mouth the words back to her, but it just came out as a pulsating buzz against Dahlia’s gushing nethers. Dahlia moaned loudly in response, and I felt her body shift as she and Carmilla leaned against one another, likely wrapping their arms around each other, making out or embracing. I couldn’t see. 
 
    The new angle presented me with a more direct look at Dahlia’s winking asshole, as well access to more oxygen. I got adventurous and stuck a finger inside her pucker, pre-lubed in her own pussy juice. The sudden move sent a shockwave of euphoric surprise through Dahlia’s perfect body. The dimples on her back flexed, and beads of erotic sweat dripped onto my face. 
 
    The sounds of Dahlia’s moans grew more unyielding and persistent, even overpowering those of Melody—and Melody was famously loud. 
 
    “Ahhh fucking hell!” the ghost girl squeaked as she bounced up and down my extremity like it was a pogo stick. “Your dick is thick!” 
 
    “Are you complaining?” Carmilla murmured, just loud enough for me to hear. I could make out the smirk in her voice, even through the grunting effort. 
 
    Melody didn’t answer except to whine louder and more noisily, picking up the pace until she was going so fast that the sensation started to gain on me. Ohh, I was feeling it now, the urge to explode inside the pair of them coming to a boiling point. 
 
    “Are you going to come inside me?” Carmilla asked, her breath panting. 
 
    I thought about it as I continued to munch Dahlia’s sweet, delectable box. “Mmmf mmf,” I said, which of course no one could understand. 
 
    “Use the fucking psychic messaging power,” Carmilla muttered, slowing down a bit. 
 
    I was thinking it might be nice, I said sheepishly. 
 
    “What if I get pregnant again?” she asked. 
 
    I figured the odds of that happening twice probably weren’t great, but then again, that was a pretty irresponsible way to think about it. “Well,” I continued, “I guess you can dismount.” 
 
    “Let me know when,” she said. 
 
    “Should I get off too?” Melody asked through a desperate whimper as she continued to bounce on me, her voice shaking as she said it. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” Dahlia said. Then she started breathing harder, almost crushing my face like a grape between her thighs. “Aww shit, baby! I’m gonna explode!” 
 
    Carmilla seemed to have reservations about that. “Dahlia, he’ll drown—” 
 
    Before we could hear out the rest of Carmilla’s argument, it had begun. Love juice gushed out of Dahlia’s lower lips in a near constant, throbbing stream over the next thirty seconds or so. Any hope that I had of breathing in anything but the sweet smell of her sex during that period of time vanished as she gripped my head between her knees and forced her womanhood hard against my face. All light was gone—my whole visible reality was the smothering darkness of Dahila’s lady parts as they squirted and deluged onto my face. 
 
    I let out a gurgle and choke, and Dahlia pulled herself off of me. “I’m so sorry!” she groaned. She immediately fell to the ground, lying flat on her stomach perpendicular to me so that she could hug my head and kiss my cheeks as I coughed up her love nectar and gasped for air. I definitely could have used some spells to save myself from that close call, but this was more exciting. 
 
    Now I had an unimpeded view of the carnality that was going on upon my dick. Carmilla was writhing like a madwoman on a mission, riding me off into the sunset of her climax. She was getting close, too—her eyes were the tell. The red irises started glowing wide and full of need as she picked up the pace. 
 
    “Almost there?” I asked as her eyes smoldered into mine. 
 
    She nodded, biting her lip, but offered only a grunt of pleasure as far as vocal responses went. 
 
    Melody, who was hard to see because a chunk of her body was phased inside Carmilla, seemed to be having the time of her life as she bounced on my member like it was the greatest thing since sliced bread. 
 
    “I’m gonna nut on your ballsack!” she announced. “It’s gonna be a wet one!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other—” The near-onset of my own orgasm silenced me. I was biting into my lip now, a man living on borrowed time. Getting fucked by one pussy was already awesome—getting fucked by two at once while another chick licked her own juices off of your face? I’m just a mortal man, after all. 
 
    “His face is doing the thing,” Carmilla moaned, dismounting suddenly. Melody followed suit, hopping off of me. “Follow my lead, Mel—let’s get ours, too!” 
 
    Melody anxiously watched as Carmilla sat on one side of me and draped her legs over my body, taking the side of my cock between the folds of her pussy lips. “You get the other side,” she moaned. “Pussyjob time.” 
 
    Melody offered a squeak of obedience and hovered into place. Either side of my cock was sandwiched between warm, wet pussy lips, all three of us seconds away from our fulfillment. 
 
    Then they started moving. Oh, God, the indecent, debauched squelching that their sopping sexes made as they slickly slid up and down my length—it was immediately intoxicating. I let my eyes close and roll back in my head in a fit of delirium as the two of them let out noises of effort and bliss. “Oh fuck, Car-Car, this is working for me,” Melody gasped. 
 
    Carmilla said nothing except for a string of obscenities, soon bursting all over me, wetting my dick even more as she shook and moaned and screamed her pleasure for everyone in the Dreamlands to hear. “Ohh fucking fuck!” she screeched in between desperate fits of panting and gasping. 
 
    Melody came apart soon after. “Gyaahhhh—shitmycuntsexploding!” she announced, finally driving the point home with a wild scream. That scream was the final harbinger of my own orgasm. 
 
    My dick throbbed its final warning, then unleashed a volcanic power-blast of creamy fluid that shot straight up into the air, mostly landing picturesquely on Carmilla’s belly and milky tits. Those glorious breasts were leaking a bit of that precious milk down her midsection from all the excitement. 
 
    When it was all over, we fell into each other’s embrace—all except for Melody, who just shimmied inside me as it was the closest she could feel to me for the moment. 
 
    “Good effort, gang,” I grunted, eliciting giggles from the three of them. We smooched on the ground, trying our best to catch our breath. Soon, though, we were interrupted. 
 
    “Aww shit, cover the baby’s eyes.” The unmistakable voice of Chelsea sounded in the distance. 
 
    “Guys, I’m glad you just finished,” said Memento, “but it’s time to get dressed.” 
 
    I sat up with a groan. “What? Why?” 
 
    “We found someone,” Memento said. “Or rather—he found us, I guess.” 
 
    Everyone else rose at that. “Who?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    Memento and Chelsea exchanged weary but wide-eyed looks. “Someone you’re going to want to meet.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-12 
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   T he pale pearly light of the Dreamlands moon rippled across our faces in shades of silver and gray. There was no color here, so when I first saw the stranger with my own two eyes, I didn’t recognize him. 
 
    He looked to be in his forties or so, dashingly handsome with cheeks that were wrinkled only from smiling too much. But he wasn’t smiling now. His eyes, which hinted at more depth than his youthful exterior gave away, studied me with a calculated glare. His hair, parted in the middle, looked like it was once short but had grown long and gone unmaintained after months of giving up. 
 
    Dahlia cleared her throat. “This is Randolph Carter,” she said. “The original.” 
 
    I could feel my own eyes bulging from the revelation, and as soon as she said it, I was able to connect the dots almost instantly. I imagined the blond color in his hair, the blue of his eyes—they weren’t visible here and now, given the crumbling state of the Dreamlands, but I knew they were buried underneath so much steely monochrome. 
 
    “I understand you know what caused all of this?” he asked. His voice was urgent—like there was still hope. There wasn’t. 
 
    I nodded. “The Outer Gods were looking for us.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. His throat sounded dry, sandpapery, like he’d been crying for a long time and suddenly stopped. 
 
    I sighed. “Your grandson was possessed by Nyarlathotep.” 
 
    His eyes went wide with understanding and dread, his lips parting as he uttered a silent cry. He paused for a long time, unable to conjure words from the ether that were satisfactory for the news. In the end, he merely sulked, looking utterly broken. His hope was extinguished.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “He was our friend.” 
 
    “Nyarlathotep has his herald, then,” sighed the original Carter. 
 
    “Yes,” Carmilla confirmed. She’d taken our baby back from Memento. “And two of our other friends, too, became heralds for Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath.” 
 
    He just shrugged at that. “That doesn’t matter,” he said. “Unless they’re part of a holy bloodline, like mine, those bodies will burn up eventually. Nyarlathotep in my grandson’s body, though…” His voice trailed off, and he looked over at the silvery fire that still burned without logs in the fire pit we’d conjured. “You’re mages of Esoterica, then.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But Esoterica is gone, too.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow. “That won’t do,” he said firmly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Dahlia, sidling up next to me to enter the conversation. “Isn’t it technically a good thing if all mages of Esoterica are eliminated?” she said. “Fewer bodies for the Outer Gods to exploit, for one thing.” 
 
    “True,” he nodded, his eyes still bearing a faraway gaze even as he met our stares, “but I have always believed that moving toward a multiverse without the Outer Gods is of the utmost importance—and only superpowered individuals like the mages of Esoterica have a chance at making that happen.” 
 
    I cocked my head and furrowed my brow as I considered what he was saying. “In other words, while it’s true that we’re herald-fodder for the Outer Gods—” 
 
    “You’re also the surest weapon against them.” 
 
    A moment of silence followed. “But how do we kill them?” Melody said. “That’s the fucking problem.” 
 
    I let out a groan of irritation. “It’s true—I can kick their asses in a one-on-three fight, but eventually I run out of juice and they just keep regenerating. They win the battle of attrition ten times out of ten.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re coming at them the wrong way,” he said. 
 
    I leaned in. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    He grinned for the first time in that conversation. “Let’s have a seat by this cozy fire of yours,” he proposed. “There’s a lot to discuss.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Dreamlands wind howled around us, but there was no other sound. Looking around, I realized that the landscape had changed throughout the course of our conversation to a flat plane that descended gradually until the edge of the world sank away into an abyss. 
 
    “How much time do we have?” Memento asked drearily. 
 
    “Here?” Randolph asked. “Not long. Do you have a way out?” 
 
    Chelsea frowned as I looked at her. “Not an easy one,” I grunted. 
 
    He nodded. “We should have a day at most before it’s all gone, but don’t worry about that.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    He waved his hand out at the black expanse. “Because this is a lie anyway,” he said. He snapped his fingers, and the sound echoed, and with the echo a wave of revelation cascaded outward to the horizon, briefly displaying the exact same landscape as had been there when we first arrived. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered. 
 
    “The magical fabric of the Dreamlands is deteriorating, so what we’re seeing is falling away, but once we start moving again, we’ll see it for what it really is.” 
 
    “Color too?” Memento asked hopefully. 
 
    Randolph Carter shrugged. “Unlikely,” he said. “The waking world, then?” 
 
    “Gone,” I said. “By now, the whole universe is likely gone.” 
 
    He frowned, and then he let out a bitter laugh. “Well, I wish you hadn’t come, then.” 
 
    The air got tense. “It was my home,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “I’m just a traveler here myself, but this was a universe of significance. You know, Randolph, my grandson, he was a good boy growing up. But when he was born, the prevailing feeling I remember having was regret.” 
 
    “Why?” Carmilla asked, holding Styria defensively close. “How could you think that?” 
 
    “I thought the same thing about my son,” he said. “Because where I succeeded at defeating and sealing away Nyarlathotep, they could fail.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill them, then?” I asked. 
 
    Dahlia and Melody gasped in unison. “Liam!” Melody exclaimed. 
 
    Randolph hung his head. “Is that your child?” he said, nodding over to Carmilla as she held Styria. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, balling my fists up tensely. 
 
    “Would you kill her so the Outer Gods couldn’t have her?” he asked me. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Of course not. But I don’t regret her being born, either.” 
 
    “You should,” he said, staring at Carmilla with wide eyes. “There’s something off about her.” 
 
    “Off how?” Carmilla asked, her facing showing offense, but her voice carrying worry. 
 
    Randolph Carter shook his tired head. “Just a feeling. She’s more powerful than any of you, for one thing, and that’s not normal for a baby.” 
 
    Carmilla and I exchanged looks. “Tell us more,” I said. 
 
    But he shrugged. “I wish I could. That’s all I can feel. Just—power. Immensity.” 
 
    I looked around for someone to say something. “So, what’s next?” Chelsea asked a few seconds later. “My portals are out of commission a little while longer, so we need to bide our time. Is there anything productive we could do while we’re here?” 
 
    “Kill something for Elder Orbs,” I suggested. “That’s about all I can think of.” 
 
    “That’s a good plan,” Randolph said to me after clearing his scratchy throat, “but let your companions handle that. You, me, the Ultharian, and the baby—we need to talk.” 
 
    “Send them out on their own?” I asked. That didn’t sound like a great idea to me. 
 
    “We can handle ourselves,” Dahlia insisted with a smile. “If he needs to talk, my feeling is we need to listen.” 
 
    Carter grinned. “She’s a wise one.” 
 
    I sighed in resignation. “Carmilla—enchant everyone with shields. Dahlia—you’re in charge. Shift into your empowered forms at the first sign of trouble.” I turned to Randolph Carter. “Where should they go, though?” 
 
    “The Plateau of Leng will contain at least one remaining Great Old One, even if the others have all retreated: the Forsaken Spider, Zil-Thorath.” He pulled a wand out of his pocket and uttered a few words. A little sack—a bag of holding—appeared in his palm with a tap, and he reached inside down to the elbow and pulled out something that looked like ancient parchment. 
 
    “What’s this?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    “My map of the Dreamlands,” he said sadly. “Certain features of this place are known to change and shift around constantly, but this is about as up-to-date as you’ll find. Fortunately for you, we aren’t all that far from Leng now.” 
 
    He opened the map and placed it on the ground in front of us. “There,” I said, prodding the location in question. “And where are we right now?” 
 
    “Here,” he said, pointing elsewhere, “or very near to it. But a jaunt to Leng is not a journey—it’s a spell.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    He gathered the map up again. “While Leng technically does take up space in the Dreamlands, it is metaphysically complex, even compared to the rest of the world. It is home to an evil cult of satyr-like men known as the Men of Leng. They worship Yog-Sothoth and are rumored to have been his spawn at one point or another.” 
 
    “He is the gate,” Carmilla said with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh, so you’ve met him,” Carter laughed, rolling up the map. “Anyway, since Leng is so connected to Yog-Sothoth’s portal-adjacent energy, we can backdoor our way in with magic.” 
 
    I looked at the girls. “You up for this?” I asked. “We could just rest, bide our time until Chelsea is ready to take us somewhere else.” 
 
    Dahlia, Carmilla, Memento, and Melody looked at each other, sizing up one another’s expressions nonverbally. After a wordless ten seconds or so, they looked back at me, all nodding or offering grunts of agreement. 
 
    “We can handle it,” Dahlia said with surety. “Keep Chelsea and Styria safe and rested.” 
 
    “But we have to know what we’re facing,” Melody said, rolling her eyes. “So far the vibes I’m getting from this fogey are sketchy as fuck.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” Carter said. “I can hear you.” 
 
    Melody giggled mischievously. “I know.” 
 
    “I’m up for it, daddy,” Memento said with a wink. 
 
    Carter cocked his head at me. “Wait a moment—are you a—” 
 
    “Harem-Magus,” I grunted. “Yep.” 
 
    “Impressive,” he said with a lift of his eyebrows. “I bet my grandson resented the hell out of you.” 
 
    I sighed as memories came back piping hot and fresh as the day they were minted. “You could say that,” I said quietly.

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-13 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   D ahlia White was not at all impressed with whatever arcane energy ripped her from Liam’s side and thrust her into the wretched highland wastes of Leng. It wasn’t like the benignly disorienting portals that Esoterica’s crystals could conjure, nor was it anything like Chelsea’s gateways. 
 
    She had quite a reasonable amount of experience with portals of various kinds and types, and this was the worst of them. When she was spat out of a black fissure onto the dull landscape of the Leng Plateau, she hit the ground hard, scraping her knee against a jagged stone that jutted out of the ground. 
 
    The starchild beauty winced and touched the wound, exuding white light from the tips of her fingers. The gash sealed itself, and the pain was reduced to a memory. 
 
    “Alright there, Dolly?” Memento said. She had apparently landed on her feet. At the very least, she seemed to Dahlia’s eyes to have dodged any discomfort. Dahlia’s skin was still crawling from the aftereffects of the spell. 
 
    “I didn’t enjoy that,” she said flatly. 
 
    Melody fluttered in front of her, crossing her arms. “I didn’t enjoy you murdering me.” 
 
    “Oh, let it go,” Dahlia groaned, rolling her eyes. “I only killed you once.” 
 
    “That’s one more time than what is socially acceptable,” Melody said through slitted eyes. Her face was a mask of anger, but Dahlia knew it was mostly banter. 
 
    Carmilla spoke up next. “Quiet, you two,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “We don’t know who could be watching us.” 
 
    “Whoever they are, they’re going to get their asses kicked,” Memento retorted, punching her chest with pride. 
 
    “Very likely,” Carmilla agreed with a giggle, but she instantly sobered up. “Still—be smart. It does us no favors to let our guards down.” 
 
    Dahlia raised her hand and her eyes went blazing white, as bright and painful to behold as the sun itself. Her hand glowed, too, and illuminated a path of footsteps all around them, some varying significantly in intensity. 
 
    “The brighter prints you see are those left most recently,” she explained. 
 
    Melody floated up higher in the air to get a better view. “Hey,” she said after a minute, “bitch.” Dahlia looked up. “They all seem to be leading off in two directions.” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of a well-traveled path,” Carmilla agreed. 
 
    “So, which way do we go?” asked the demoness. Memento’s forked tongue licked the air, hoping for an extra clue. 
 
    Dahlia squinted to see a shape in the distance—a shadow forming just in front of the horizon. “Well, there’s something off in that direction,” she said. 
 
    Melody grunted her agreement. “Some things,” she amended. “Maybe we should ask for directions?” 
 
    Dahlia laughed at that. “You’re hard to kill, being dead and all. Lead the way, Melody.” 
 
    Melody scowled down at Dahlia. “Hard, but not necessarily impossible. If they have magic or—” 
 
    “She was joking, Mel,” Memento said exasperatedly, “but the point does stand. You have greater visibility and are harder to hurt. You go a few paces ahead and keep slightly elevated. We’re right here.” 
 
    Melody muttered something about sulfur-stinking demon bitches and started flying off in that direction. With a glance toward one another, the others all followed behind. 
 
    They were hardly dressed for battle. Carmilla was wearing a red dress—her standard look. Dahlia was in her all-white attire, which she, in her moderate vanity, continuously cleaned with magic whenever it was scuffed with dirt. Memento was wearing black shorts and a similarly black halter top that exposed a lot of naked back. Melody, of course, was wearing the same blue dress she was wearing when she died. None of them had really been planning on hopping through portal after portal, running for their lives from the Outer Gods, when everything had gone down just a few days ago. Had it even been that long? Time was blurring together already. 
 
    “We really should have brought a spare outfit or two,” Dahlia sighed. 
 
    “We can conjure up something new later,” Memento suggested. “Let’s get through this first, alright?” Her voice was going high with anxiety as they neared the writhing blackness in the distance. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get out of here,” Carmilla said. “My mana pool feels all wobbly.” 
 
    “Agreed,” replied Dahlia as she watched the floating ghost girl overhead. “The Dreamlands isn’t the best place to do magic. We were really caught unprepared back at Esoterica.” 
 
    “How could we have prepared?” Memento countered. 
 
    No one had a realistic answer for that, so they all shut up and kept walking. The further they walked, the colder they became, heading deeper and deeper into the hollow plateau. The ground beneath them felt brittle, and yet their footsteps left no cracks or marks in the crusty soil below. 
 
    “This place is so fucking creepy,” Carmilla whispered. “It’s the black and whiteness of it all. Bleak as shit.” 
 
    Dahlia had to agree, but she didn’t bother to vocalize it. She just nodded, though Carmilla likely didn’t notice as the vampire girl had her eyes focused in front of them. 
 
    “Keep your eye on the figures up ahead, Melody,” directed Memento. “What do you see?” 
 
    “Cause for alarm?” Melody said, her eyes not leaving whatever she was looking at. “You all may want to power up soon.” 
 
    “I wish I had time to become a fucking Vampire Queen or Goddess,” Carmilla seethed to herself quietly. 
 
    “One day, sweety,” Dahlia giggled with unnerving calm. “Hold fast to your dreams.” 
 
    Memento grimaced. “You could fill a book with my unfulfilled wishes,” she muttered. 
 
    Melody screeched at them from where she was hovering above. “I said power up, you dumb sluts!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “So, Liam—there’s a lot I’d like to ask you, but I’ll save the personal things for later,” Carter said. He had conjured cups of tea for everyone present. Earl Grey—a good tea, but the mention of its name stung a bit due to the utter grayness of the dying world around us. 
 
    We had discussed a lot in a short time, going through more detailed, formal introductions. The matter of my status as a Harem-Magus was put to rest for the moment—though I was certain that was what he wished to revisit later. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” I asked. “In case you haven’t guessed, I actually have some questions, too.” 
 
    “Age before beauty,” Carter said, laughing. “Let me ask first, because I think mine are more pressing.” 
 
    Chelsea was catching some rest as we spoke. I was cradling Styria while the catgirl purred with her head in my lap, nuzzling her cheek against my thighs. Carter didn’t comment. 
 
    “Ask away,” I said. 
 
    “Where are you escaping to?” he asked with interest. “Where will you go when you leave this dying world?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Chelsea’s the portal expert,” I said, “and she’s passed out.” 
 
    “She’s overexerted herself,” he said, nodding with understanding. A hand sifted through his lustrous parted hair as he favored the catgirl with a sympathetic look. “Ultharians aren’t meant to overuse their powers.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    “I have a suggestion, then,” Carter said. “Rebuild it.” 
 
    “Rebuild what?” 
 
    “Esoterica,” he said. “Rebuild it from scratch.” 
 
    “That’s a big undertaking,” I replied. “I’m not sure I can handle that.” 
 
    “There are few mages with the mana-well that you have—in all of history, in fact” he said, his eyes glowing white as he no doubt read my aura and mana signature. “You possess capabilities in all types of magic, too. And you have Elder Orbs, yes?” he said. 
 
    “One god’s worth.” 
 
    “Make it two,” he noted with a grin. “Once your partners come back, I mean.” 
 
    “Will that be enough?” I dared to ask, my voice going soft and conspiratorial. I wondered what Chelsea would think of this conversation if she were awake. 
 
    His face soured a bit. “In all likelihood, no—not to remake it to the extent that it was, anyway. But you could perhaps reclaim enough space back from the Void to recreate the campus.” 
 
    I laughed. “A pure green field of alien grass?” 
 
    His eyes grinned at me even if his lips were too weary to. “Humble beginnings are nothing to be afraid of. A field grows one blade of grass at a time. More importantly, you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Will I?” I asked. Somehow, I doubted that. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, nodding with confidence. “The new location will be unknown to my grandson—so it’ll be unknown to the Outer Gods, too. Demiplanes are pockets unto themselves, divorced from the rest of the multiverse. Even if the multiverse ends around you, at least you’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “That’s not much comfort,” I laughed. “Especially if all we have is a few patches of eldritch grass and a single tower.” 
 
    He blinked at me. “A single tower? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled, “It’s nothing, I guess. Just that the dorm building survived, more or less. So we have that.” 
 
    His eyes became shining saucers. “Then nothing is lost after all,” he said, sighing contentedly. 
 
    I almost took offense to that. “Dozens of wizards lost their lives,” I said. “We lost the library, and all the resources the professors had at their disposal. How can you even say that?” 
 
    “You didn’t lose everything the students had at their disposal,” he said. “There’ll be enough spellbooks in their rooms to rebuild, and the hidden study in the basement, if that’s still there, will be an incredible resource one day. It may even have a stockpile of additional orbs and artifacts that you can use for your own purposes.” 
 
    My mouth dropped. “I had no idea about the study.” 
 
    “Now you do—but you must rebuild Esoterica soon.” 
 
    “I will,” I said. “But how?” 
 
    “I can help you with that,” he grinned. “Asenath Waite and I built it together a long, long time ago.” 
 
    Just when I was about to press for more details, I felt Chelsea rustling in my lap. With Styria cooing in one arm I reached down and scratched the catgirl behind the ear, hoping to ease her back into the rest that she desperately needed. 
 
    Her pretty brown eyes fluttered open, and she looked up at me with adoration. “I’m so freakin’ sleepy,’’ she whined, still smiling. 
 
    I laughed. “Get back to sleep,” I said. 
 
    She sighed. “Nah—I’m up now.” 
 
    “Chelsea, is it?” asked Randolph Carter as the catgirl forced herself to a sitting position. “About how long do you think you have before you can safely create another portal?” 
 
    “I think I could do it now,” Chelsea said, looking at her hands like the answer was written there. “I’d just be useless for a few hours afterwards.” 
 
    I let out a noise of relief. “That’s great. If it comes to that, don’t worry, we’ll take care of you. Hang on—now that you’re up, I might as well check in on the others.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and broadcast a psychic message to Dahlia. How’re things going over there in Leng or whatever? I asked. 
 
    Holy Nodens, we killed, like, twenty people, she said, humming happily. I wish you were here. I’m having the time of my life. We needed this. 
 
    Then I heard Carmilla’s voice. Hey, baby? Dahlia is scaring the shit out of me. She used her tentacles to rip a dude in half by the legs like he was a wishbone on Thanksgiving Day. I smirked and looked at Chelsea, who was fighting the urge not to giggle.  
 
    Styria is doing fine, I told Carmilla.  
 
    If we’re not back in an hour, remember to feed her, Carmilla said, sounding like a responsible worried mother. Just a few drops of blood is enough. 
 
    We’re going to have to find more creative ways to make use of the milk now that she’s shunning it, I noted in a suggestive tone. 
 
    I heard her musical giggle in my mind. I like where your head is at—but I do not like where this guy’s head is at right now. Dahlia! You got neck stump blood all over my dress! 
 
    Oh, lighten up! Dahlia said with a giggle, Your dress is red! With that, I let the connection break. 
 
    “They’re having a blast,” I said, grinning. 
 
    “Dahlia is a psychopath,” Chelsea whispered with a hand by her mouth. “But we love her anyway.” 
 
    “I’ve loved my fair share of women that were a few sigils short of a casting circle, so you’ll get no comment out of me,” Carter said. “Asenath Waite was pretty wild back in the day.” I thought I noticed a bit of a tone of longing in his voice. 
 
    “No way!” Chelsea gushed, clasping her hands together like a teen girl eager for hot gossip. “Did you bang her?” 
 
    Carter valiantly staved off a smile. “A gentleman never kisses and tells.” 
 
    “Well—full disclosure, Headmistress Waite’s soul lives inside me now,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Oh gross!” Chelsea said, “then it’s kind of like—” 
 
    “—Don’t say it,” Carter and I both said in unison. 
 
    Chelsea took Styria from my arms. “I can’t wait until all this is over,” she said, smiling lovingly at the baby in her arms.  
 
    “Me too,” I said, not reading into it much. 
 
    But Carter picked up what she was throwing down. “Can an Ultharian like yourself even bear children?” he asked. 
 
    She blushed. “He’s a Harem-Magus—he can breed with anything female. It’s one of his powers.” 
 
    Carter clearly found this fascinating. He seemed about to press her for more questions on her fertility, so I decided to interrupt with something that had been on my mind. 
 
    “I have a question,” I blurted out. “Two, actually.” 
 
    He diverted his attention to me with interest. “Go ahead, then.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a crazy coincidence that you knew Asenath Waite—before she was Eliza? You knew the Headmistress, and you helped create Esoterica—and you’re from the same Earth as me. That’s a crazy coincidence, given what I’ve learned about the multiverse.” 
 
    “It’s no coincidence,” he said. “The Dreamlands of many Earths occasionally merge. I am not from the same Earth as you, nor is Eliza from the same Earth as me—but these Dreamlands are our point of convergence.” 
 
    “So if these Dreamlands are dying—” 
 
    He cut me off, knowing exactly where I was going with that train of thought. “Then the Dreamlands of countless other Earths are dying, too—but they can be remade one day, when the Elder Gods prevail. Although things look dark now, I have hope that they will work out in the end.” 
 
    I let out a loud exhalation. “For a minute, I thought me and Randy, your grandson, were from the same Earth this whole time.” 
 
    “That would have been quite the coincidence,” Carter laughed. “But I have known stranger coincidences in my time.” 
 
    I looked over at Chelsea, whose eyes were fluttering weakly as she started to fall over on my shoulder, still holding Styria in her arms. “So sleepy,” she murmured. “Just five more minutes.” 
 
    I made eye contact with Carter and smiled. “Maybe this will wake you up. Mr. Carter,” I said, “why don’t you tell us how to rebuild Esoterica.”

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-14 
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   T he violence that fell upon the Men of Leng was beyond reckoning. Memento Morikawa, in her blood-red demon form, took to the sky and watched with detached awe at the one-sided mayhem that was unfolding. 
 
    “Ha ha ha ha!” Dahlia cackled devilishly, her voice ascending higher and louder with each exhalation. With a gesture of her hand, she directed a throng of inky black tentacles to descend upon one of the few lingering survivors. A sick, gurgling sound pierced the air as the wet stalks of the tentacles entrapped the man like a coiling python. 
 
    Memento uttered an incantation, resurrecting a few more skeletons. It would be nice to have some minions for added security, just in case, and now they had plenty of bodies to work with. 
 
    Melody and Carmilla worked together on a group of three of the hideous, malformed men. They had satyr-like lower bodies with fur and hooves, and bulbous tumors on their fleshy upper halves. Carmilla was reveling in the blood-spray that Melody caused with the empowered swiping of her broadsword, made tangible by the vampiress’s skillful enchantment spellwork. 
 
    Carmilla ran her fingers through her hair, striking a pose as she stuck out her tongue to catch the emission of another squirting jugular. “It’s a little sour,” she griped, “but it’s filling.” 
 
    “You’re a fucking freak,” Melody said. 
 
    “You’re going to say that while Dahlia is right there?” Memento laughed. 
 
    Dahlia’s tentacles had crushed the man inside their grasp into a pink paste. Chunks of bone and viscera slopped to the ground with a disgusting glurp as the appendages withdrew into Dahlia’s back. 
 
    She looked at her hands like she was seeing them for the first time. “This is strange,” she muttered. 
 
    “Dahlia, focus, they’re getting away.” 
 
    With an idle wave, Dahlia sent another tentacle off in the direction of the would-be retreaters, and their lives were cut oh-so-short, punctuated with a snap, a crackle, and a pop. 
 
    “Thank you, Dolly,” said Carmilla sweetly. 
 
    “My hands,” Dahlia noted, “look at them.” 
 
    The black that Liam had banished when she’d been purified and placed into the custom golem—it was back. 
 
    “That body isn’t the same as it was when Liam and I put you in it,” Memento noted, picking up the meaning of Dahlia’s fascination with herself. “You’ve changed.” 
 
    “Into what?” Dahlia asked. “I’ve been noticing more and more of these changes.” 
 
    Memento shrugged, casting a look at Melody, who was doing a victory dance with a few aerial cartwheels. “Beats the fuck out of me,” she shrugged. “I’ll be honest—your mana-well is off the charts. In the neighborhood of Liam’s, even.” 
 
    “I think your soul is so strong that it more or less converted the homunculus into a real, biological body,” Carmilla said. “You bleed now, after all, remember?” 
 
    “That is strange,” Dahlia said. “I’m—me again.” She touched her hair. It was black. “But the darkness is back, too.” 
 
    “Not really,” Memento said, wiping a bit of blood out of her pink hair. “You’re in full control in this form. You’ve mastered that side of you—Liam cast out the corruption, but this is all you.” 
 
    A troupe of eleven skeletons crowded around them—Memento’s creations, wielding jagged swords of bone and vicious expressions on their bony faces. 
 
    “Why did you only summon this many?” Melody asked, floating down to be eye level with everyone else. 
 
    Memento scowled at Dahlia. “Because this is how many bodies were salvageable after a certain starchild hottie turned the rest into goop.” 
 
    Dahlia sighed happily, running her hands up her neck until it was buried in her ink-black hair. “Sometimes you just gotta cut loose, you know?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Memento shot back. 
 
    “I get it,” Carmilla confessed, folding her giant bat wings behind her. Her black and red eyes admired the look of Dahlia at all times, but when she was in this wicked form, with thick black veins running through her skin, pitch black eyes, and long black hair—she looked pretty freaky. Not in a bad way, though, she noted. 
 
    “We’ve still not completed our mission,” Melody pointed out with a sigh as she did a few aerial flips out of boredom. “Are we done sitting around eyefucking each other, or what?” 
 
    Dahlia snorted in her mirth. “Right, I almost forgot. Some kind of lesser Great Old One, right?” 
 
    “Carter seemed pretty certain we could handle it,” Carmilla noted, but her voice betrayed some skepticism. 
 
    Memento’s voice shared a similar note. “To be fair, if the G.O.O. is anything like his minions—” 
 
    “—They never are,” shot back Melody without missing a beat. “Don’t even finish that fucking thought.” 
 
    Memento smirked at the petite blue ghost. “Fair enough,” she said. “But there’s no sense in going back empty-handed without trying, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Dahlia agreed, stretching in a manner that jutted out her tits. Melody and Carmilla caught each other staring and shared an awkward little moment of eye contact. 
 
    After that, they set out in the direction that the Men of Leng had come from. None of them powered down as they headed at full speed in the direction from where the men had attacked them. 
 
    This is going to be so easy, thought Dahlia, grinning wickedly to herself. 
 
    We’d better not die pointlessly, thought Memento. 
 
    I hope Styria and Liam are alright, thought Carmilla. 
 
    Why am I still so horny? thought Melody. 
 
    They traveled until the texture of the land changed underfoot. The ground around them sparkled, glossy like polished silver, and a ring of towering stones, maybe one hundred feet high, stood at the very edge of the plateau. This was it—they could go no further in this direction, and yet they saw no such beast, no Great Old One. 
 
    “Wait a friggin’ second,” muttered Melody. She had ascended high above the rest to get a bird’s eye view. “There’s a hole in the ground at the center of the stones!” 
 
    “We have to go in a hole?” Carmilla groaned in complaint. 
 
    “It would kind of be funny if the G.O.O. was just chilling out here,” Memento said. 
 
    “Guess we have to work for our meal,” Dahlia said, her brow angling downward with a look of purpose and determination. “Let’s go spelunking.” 
 
    The four of them hopped into the hole one by one. The drop was about twenty feet. Steep for a mortal, maybe, but for high-powered sorceresses of Esoterica, it was no more challenging than walking down a staircase. They all landed on both feet, except for Melody, who floated down slowly behind them. 
 
    “It’s dark in here,” Melody said. She puffed up her cheeks and emitted her blue glow into the gray cavern, improving visibility for all. They could easily cast spells to achieve a similar effect, but why spend the mana? 
 
    “It also stinks,” Carmilla noted. 
 
    “So what’s the dude’s name?” Melody asked, scratching her head. 
 
    “Zil-Thorath, I think,” Dahlia whispered back. “The Forsaken Spider or something like that.” 
 
    “Zil-Thorath!” Melody shouted, her hand cupped to her lips to project her voice even further than her magical vocal cords could muster. “Hey, you suck!” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me!?” Memento shrieked at her. 
 
    Melody shrugged. “I need to pee. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Carmilla cocked her head. “You’re a ghost. Do you even pee?” 
 
    Melody looked offended. “Just cuz I’m a ghost, that means I can’t pee?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dahlia said, keeping her head facing forward, her eyes searching for a new threat. “You don’t pee. We’ve known you for well over a year. Peeing has never come up.” 
 
    “I don’t pee,” Carmilla said. “Full vampire. Not anymore, anyway.” 
 
    “I pee,” Memento offered. 
 
    “Stop talking about pee!” Dahlia hissed. 
 
    There was a prolonged pause. “Dahlia doesn’t pee,” Melody muttered at last. “Homunculus body and all that.” 
 
    Carmilla shrugged. “She might pee soon—now that she’s changing back—” 
 
    “Sweet fucking Nodens, shut the fuck up about pee!” Dahlia said, turning her back on the darkness to face her friends with a scowl that brought them all back to silence. 
 
    But that silence didn’t last long. 
 
    First, there was a gurgling sound, coming from the vast cavern behind them. The cavern gave way unto a sharp cliff, and it was out of that cliff that they heard the heavy click-clacking of no fewer than eight limbs climbing up the walls to meet them. 
 
    “Oh shit, he’s comin’,” whispered Melody. “You did it, Dahlia!” 
 
    Dahlia turned around, and by the time she had completed the move, there was a gargantuan monstrosity that looked like a spider with a vaguely human face, but with eight eyes and grasping earthworm-like pink tentacles protruding from its back. Pulling itself out of the mouth of the pit beneath them, it stood up on its back legs, glowering down with blasphemous features that were as alien as they were familiar. 
 
    “That’s an ugly son-of-a-bitch,” Memento said as her eleven skeletons scurried behind her. They were a bit scuffed from the twenty-foot drop, but all of them were standing and stable and ready to fight. 
 
    “I don’t need to pee anymore,” Melody whispered. Carmilla banished the dark implications of the ghost girl’s proclamation. 
 
    The creature let out a bellow that only an entity of cosmic horror could make. 
 
    Carmilla grinned. “Facing down an eldritch demigod,” she said, feigning boredom in her voice. “Must be a Tuesday.” 
 
    “Cringe,” Memento said. With that, she directed her throng of minions at the creature. They latched onto its massive body as it whipped and reared, attempting, and mostly succeeding, to toss them into the pit behind it. A few skeletons remained fastened to the bulk of the beast, rending with sharp claws or bony weapons. 
 
    Dahlia’s tentacles emerged, but they were grappled by the pink fleshy tentacles of the Great Old One. She gritted her teeth as it ripped at her Void appendages, wrestling its freedom from them, and it was hard to tell which side was winning. 
 
    The creature scurried to the side, dragging Dahlia with it. Carmilla reacted, transforming into a swarm of bats and attacking the monster with a thousand pricking bites that were more of an extreme annoyance than a coup de grâce. 
 
    Melody charged in screaming a girly-sounding war cry as she slashed expertly with her broadsword, piercing the thing’s belly. But as soon as its belly was cut, it started regenerating. 
 
    “Fuck!” she said. 
 
    “Great Old Ones can take a few hits,” Dahlia said, digging her feet into the ground. She fought back against the monster, then, summoning her crystal ball into her hand, she held it out in front of her and shouted, “N’thla Ko’tri!” 
 
    A blinding ball of light formed right in front of the spider demigod’s eight eyes, hovering there in mockery. It reared back, letting out a terrible cry that shook the caverns and caused rocks to tumble and fall—and then so did the creature. 
 
    It fell backward, back into the pit, taking Dahlia with it. 
 
    Carmilla pursued in her bat swarm form without even a second thought, and Melody, too, followed behind, though she muttered a few choice words at the development. The spider demigod, with Dahlia on top of it, hit the ground hard, shaking the whole plateau by the sound of it. 
 
    Memento, seeing and hearing this, groaned and took to the air in her demon form, flapping her wings gingerly, more to slow her descent into the pit than to fly. 
 
    When Melody arrived down there, as she was descending the slowest, they all beheld a rather unsettling sight that her blue glow made clear. Perhaps a few dozen egg sacs, each bigger than any one of the women, bulged from a crevice in the wall. They were throbbing, pulsating, ready to pop at any moment. 
 
    “Oh, nasty,” Memento groaned. 
 
    “Murder the spider babies!” Dahlia shouted. “I’ll take care of big mama!” 
 
     Melody, Carmilla, and Memento each fired powerful projectile attacks into the egg sacs all around. Each gushing sac and dead baby spider caused another terrible shrieking cry and vengeful strike from the Great Old One, but to no avail—they were too fast and too deft, and it was too tangled up with Dahlia to make proper use of its tentacles or head. 
 
    Dahlia fired concussive blast after concussive blast of powerful magical missiles straight into the face of the beast, and it started to show damage—damage that stayed. 
 
    As Melody withdrew her broadsword from the last egg sac, she cast a look over at Dahlia. “That’s our murderous psychopath,” she muttered with pride. 
 
    “Fucking help!” Dahlia shrieked back. 
 
    The other girls answered the call immediately, each striking with their own assaults. A technicolor array of magical projectiles struck the body and head of the monster, and its healing factor was slow and stunted. It had simply taken too much damage, and it was paying for all its mistakes dearly. 
 
    Gouts of glowing ichor shot out from its body as the creature let out its final cries. It slumped to the ground at last. 
 
    “Cut it open, Melody,” Dahlia said. 
 
    “Aww, I’m going to get monster goo on my dress,” she moaned. 
 
    “You won’t,” Carmilla said with a sigh. “You’re intangible.” 
 
    Melody pouted at her. “You don’t have to rub it in.” 
 
    But then, Melody got to work, carving her way into the monster’s core. A single white orb that looked like a head-sized pearl shone brightly. Dahlia, unafraid of the goop, reached inside and plucked it free. “Put this in the bag of holding,” she said, tossing it to Carmilla. “This is where the subplane is stored that holds its Elder Orbs.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Carmilla grinned. 
 
    Memento was smiling too. “Hey, we did it, gang!”  
 
    “You’re fuggin’ right we did, bitch!” Melody said, pumping her fist repeatedly in an obnoxious victory pose. 
 
    Girls, you there? It was Liam. Dahlia let out an adoring sigh at the sound of his voice in her mind.  
 
    She spoke her response back to him aloud. “Yes, baby,” she cooed. “We just finished.” 
 
    I knew it, he said, a smile in his tone. I sensed something. We’ll portal you back, then, if you’re ready. You got the orbs? 
 
    “Sure do!” Carmilla said triumphantly. “See you soon.” 
 
    Great, he replied. The spell to bring you back is underway. See you in a moment. Make sure to thank Carter when you arrive. 
 
    Melody tried to get a word in, her voice frantic. “Wait! Can you eat me out—ah fuck, we lost the connection.” 
 
    Dahlia laughed. “Great minds think alike,” she said. 
 
    Memento scowled and crossed her arms. “Chelsea and I were totally supposed to be next, you hopeless simps.” 
 
    Within moments, they were back, huddled around the silver campfire like nothing had happened. They all had a bit of that discomfort from the portal, but everyone’s relief to be done with the mission and back in the presence of Liam, Styria, and Chelsea was enough to stave off the worst of the sensations. 
 
    Liam greeted each of them with a hug—even going temporarily ghostly to embrace Melody. “Proud of you girls,” he said with a beaming look on his face. “You nailed it.” 
 
    “They sure did,” Randolph said, “as I knew they would.” 
 
    Dahlia let out a sweet sigh. “So, what’s next?” 
 
    Liam’s face got serious. He looked over at Carter, and the other man nodded. “Now,” Liam said with a frown, “I kill Carter.”
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    on’t give me those looks,” I said, noting the gasping, frowning faces of my girls. All except Melody, anyway. Death didn’t really impress her all that much. 
 
    “What do you mean you’ll kill him?” Dahlia asked calmly. “I feel like we jumped ahead in the conversation a bit.” 
 
    “We did,” I admitted. I looked over at Randolph and nodded at him. He cleared his throat, patting his muscled chest. 
 
    “In my assessment, you need a sanctuary from the Outer Gods, and Esoterica’s mission needs to continue on in some capacity,” he began. “The thing is, the Elder Orbs you’ve got so far won’t be enough, even with all your power. You need more—not much more, but more.” 
 
    Frowning, I looked back at the girls. Their dour expressions more or less mirrored my own. “Believe me,” I said softly, “I don’t want to do it.” 
 
    Dahlia sighed and stretched her arms over her head. “Well, it is what it is.” She yawned. 
 
    Memento cringed. “Ice cold, Dolly.” 
 
    Carmilla crossed over to where Chelsea was standing next to Randolph and me, taking Styria from her arms. 
 
    “She’s such a good baby,” Chelsea gushed. “She never cries, and Liam just magics away her poop! So convenient!” 
 
    Carmilla grinned. “My grandma always said I was a terrible baby.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Dahlia said. “A lot of nipple biting.” 
 
    Melody made a throaty sound that served as a reminder that we were in the middle of a conversation that had suddenly been off-roaded by the surprising apathy of my girls. Not that surprising, I supposed, given everything. 
 
    “I can tell you’ve all been through a lot,” Carter said, almost laughing. “You’re all very close—and nothing else matters to you but each other.” 
 
    We all looked at him, and then one another. “He’s not wrong,” I pointed out with a sharp look at Dolly. 
 
    Carter straightened his back and looked down at Dahlia in particular. “Bit of advice? Learn to care. The multiverse depends on it.” 
 
    Dahlia went quiet. She just nodded curtly, brushing a silvery strand of hair—recently changed back its original color—behind her ear and managed a smile. “Of course,” she said. “You’re right. Sorry.” 
 
    “Like I said, I can tell you care about each other immensely, and that’s good. It means you’re capable of love. You just need more of it.” 
 
    “No offense,” Melody said, floating around in circles over our heads, “your sacrifice is great and all, and we’re grateful for it. I think I speak for everyone when I say that.” 
 
    “She does,” Carmilla added. “We’re very thankful to have your help, and I, for one, am in fact curious to know more about the situation and why we can’t just bring you with us.” 
 
    Carter nodded, and he and I exchanged looks. “The creation, relocation, and expansion of a demiplane requires more than Elder Orbs. It requires a powerful soul—usually the soul of a Great Old One. When we created Esoterica, we sacrificed an avatar of Tsathoggua. But, in a pinch,” he said, gesturing now to himself, “I believe my soul will be enough—I’m quite powerful, you know.” 
 
    Dahlia was into the conversation now, perhaps trying to make up for how she had come across earlier. “Why not just send us out for another Great Old One, then?” 
 
    Carter stroked the rapier on his side idly as he spoke. “It takes a lot more effort and time to subdue a Great Old One and extract its still living soul than it does to kill one and rob its Elder Orbs. It took us years of planning and preparation at the height of our power.” 
 
    “I can see how that would be true,” I said with a groan. “So, the plan is simple. Chelsea takes us back to what’s left of Esoterica—do you think you can find it?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded, biting her lip. “Yes—I can feel it. The tower is still there.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, half-smiling. “Then, once we get there, Randolph will help me execute the spell in question, sacrificing his soul. It will also cost all our Elder Orbs—even our Vampirism Orbs, Carmilla.” 
 
    “I’ve already accepted that Vampire Queen upgrade isn’t in the cards for a while,” she said as Styria bobbed up and down in her arms. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” I said with a frown. “But at least it gives us some space to work with. I should be able to restore most of the campus—not all the buildings or details, at least, not on my own, but the space. From there, we can orchestrate a fresh start.” 
 
    “And we’re sure the Outer Gods won’t be able to find it?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Demiplane expansion spells move the cosmic location of the plane in question,” Randolph explained. “If they go back, they’ll find nothing.” 
 
    “Which is perfect,” I pointed out, “as they might then just assume that they successfully destroyed Esoterica for good.” 
 
    “They’ll figure something out when they can’t track us down,” Memento said, chewing on a blade of silver grass. “Don’t get overconfident.” 
 
    I nodded, but then I looked at Melody. “Hey,” I said to her. 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. “Are you talking to me?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah. You doing alright?” I was thinking, of course, about everything she had gone through in the last few days. Her time resting inside my mind after her mental break turned out to be tumultuous in and of itself. I needed to know if she was ready to keep moving, or if she needed more time. 
 
    “I’d say she’s fine,” Dahlia said, her tone hinting at irritation and bitterness. “Fine enough to be a total pain in the butt for the whole mission.” 
 
    Memento and Carmilla let out weak grumbles of either protest or agreement—I couldn’t really tell. 
 
    Melody stuck out her tongue at Dahlia. Then she turned back to me and, blushing blue, muttered, “Thank you for thinking of me. I–I’m much better, but I still see things when I close my eyes.” 
 
    She didn’t elaborate, and I thought that might have been for the best. “I’m glad you’re better. I’ll keep checking in. You tell me right away if something feels off, alright?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Have you tried checking in on Uther?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I want to. Let’s wait until we take back Esoterica, though, alright?” 
 
    Chelsea let out an exaggerated yawn, then struck a pose of confidence, flexing a bicep and her toned abs. “I’m as ready as mom’s spaghetti. Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    Without much holding us back, it was only minutes before Chelsea crafted us a portal out of the Dreamlands and back to Esoterica—or rather, what was left of it. 
 
    We were on my balcony again, looking out at empty blackness as far as the eye could see. 
 
    “It hurts me to see it like this,” Carter said. “And to think—my own flesh and blood had a hand in it.” 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder, hoping that it wasn’t a misstep or presuming too much. To my great relief, he placed a hand on the back of my palm. “But I have some faith in you,” he admitted. “I can sense great power in you. Maybe it’ll be enough.” 
 
    “Enough for what in particular?” asked Melody. 
 
    He shrugged, looking out at the black. “Enough.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We spent a few days exploring the rooms of the dormitory building, and had made a few exciting discoveries. First of all, Liam, Jr. was still in one piece, having been waiting calmly in the cafeteria the whole damn time we were gone. We had no clue how he got there, but it wasn’t unheard of for him to try to find Memento when she was gone for too long.  
 
    Memento gushed happy fountainlike tears as she saw that I had returned Liam Jr. to her room. It may or may not have brought a tear to my eye to see her so elated. She had assumed that he was swept up in the carnage when the attack happened. 
 
    Dahlia took a metaphorical hammer to the walls, erasing the barriers between dorm rooms on my floor so that we had one gigantic room to work with. Since all the other students were dead, we figured they wouldn’t miss their stuff, so we scoured everywhere for anything that would be of use, cleaning up any body parts or blood stains we found along the way. 
 
    At one point I heard Melody choke on tears. I looked over at her. “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    She was looking at a head that was lying on the ground. “I knew that girl,” she said. “She was a cyclops alien, and an enchantment sorceress like Carmilla. She was pretty nice. Her name was Zithirantix.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, phasing my hand into ghost mode so I could place it on her back reassuringly. She looked over at me, on the verge of crying. 
 
    “It’s weird to think,” she said. “One day they’re all here, the next day they’re gone. Everything is gone.” 
 
    “That’s literally how life and death works,” I whispered. “Not that your friend deserved this.” 
 
    “Oh, she wasn’t my friend,” Melody said. “Just a girl I knew.” 
 
    At the end of that day we took account of what we’d managed to accomplish as we searched the dorms. 
 
    “Let’s see,” Dahlia said, looking at a clipboard made of conjured wood. “One thousand eighty-six grimoires, twenty focuses, thirty-nine magical items—anything else?” 
 
    “The kitchen magic still works,” Chelsea said happily. “That’s a small victory at least.” 
 
    “No access point to the hidden basement was discovered. We may have to blow our way in,” Melody said. “But maybe that can wait until this is all over.” 
 
    “Liam, Jr. is fully functional,” Memento reported eagerly. “He is in desperate need of some attention, though—I think I can upgrade him again if we get out of this conflict alive.” 
 
    “We’re going to need more Elder Orbs for the spell,” I said. 
 
    Randolph Carter cleared his throat, apparently having been waiting for his moment to speak. “If you’re finished, we have delayed long enough. I am happy for your successes, but Liam must take the next step.” 
 
    I looked at him suspiciously. “Do you have a death wish or something? Why are you so eager to die?” 
 
    “I’m not,” he admitted, “but someone has to pay for my grandson’s failures, and more importantly, until you complete the spell, Esoterica’s location remains exactly where it is. While it is very unlikely they will come back here so soon, we can’t escape the possibility that they might try. Would you be able to stave off a second attack?” 
 
    “Not without losing even more ground and resources,” I admitted. “Your point is taken.” 
 
    He nodded grimly. “We should do this on the roof—it’s flat, and you can see the whole campus from there.” 
 
    “There is no campus, dude,” Melody pointed out. The petite ghost girl hovered right in Carter’s face, cocking an eyebrow at him teasingly. 
 
    “There will be,” Carter replied. “And Liam will need to be able to see it as he’s expanding the territory.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I asked him. “We can still find another way. I’m not sure there is a need to rush. Like you said, I doubt they’ll come here so soon.” 
 
    He grimaced. “For all you know, we’re moments away from another invasion. If we portal to another Earth to hunt a Great Old One there, you may lead yet another universe to a dark end.” 
 
    Melody looked at Chelsea. “Are there any universes out there populated exclusively by assholes?” 
 
    Chelsea shrugged, but seemed to consider it. “I mean, statistically speaking—” 
 
    I cut her off. “You’ve made your point, I guess,” I sighed in defeat. 
 
    He smiled. “In truth, it’s a proud legacy. Being responsible for the survival of the multiverse, at least partially—I’ll give up my life for that.” 
 
    “And your soul,” I pointed out. 
 
    “The afterlife generally isn’t worth it,” Carter laughed. “If you’re not reincarnated, your soul ends up either in Hell or lost in space. Heaven is under strict lock and key.” 
 
    I blinked, taken aback by that revelation. “Man, that sucks.” 
 
    “It does,” he agreed with a chuckle. “I’ll take erasure over that fate.” 
 
    I laughed back, but it was forced. “Well, when you put it like that, I suppose it makes sense.” 
 
    We headed to the roof together, taking the elevator that, miraculously, still worked. I figured it was magically operated, and since it didn’t have any external power source, it—much like the kitchen—could still continue to function. 
 
    The ride up in the elevator was crowded. Melody thankfully didn’t take up any space, or things might have gotten a bit uncomfortable for poor Carter. My back was facing him, and Dahlia was facing me with a naughty grin. 
 
    “We could totally make out,” she whispered, staring into my eyes. “No one would notice.” 
 
    “I would,” Melody whispered from behind her. “If you steal a kiss I’ll haunt your fucking dreams. We’re talking messed up body horror nightmares. Eyeballs where your nipples should be. Shit like that.” 
 
    Dahlia frowned. Thankfully, before too long, the door opened, and we were on the roof level. It was much like the balcony, but huge and wide open. The blackness that had replaced Esoterica seemed like a dome from here, surrounding us on all open sides. I imagined a legion of tentacles poking through that dome to find us—but thankfully, it didn’t happen. 
 
    We prepared the spell. It was one of the most involved spells I’d ever cast. Dahlia and Carmilla worked together on scratching out the casting circle in chalk. All the measurements and shapes had to be just right, with an Elder Sign at the perfect, geometrical center of the pentagram. We had to be oriented north, and everyone present had to chant “ia, ia, G’thilhi nek’mal” on repeat until the spell ended. 
 
    But there was even more to it than that. Everyone had to be naked, and Carter had to have his eyes gouged out. I found the dark side of my subconscious somewhat grateful for that clause of the spell, because I didn’t want him to see my girls in their birthday suits. One person—Dahlia, we’d decided—had to stand in front of Carter as he knelt in the center of the circle.  
 
    Everyone channeled their magic into me—Carter included, which was interesting. That meant that whoever the sacrifice was needed to consensually give of themselves. It made me wonder how they even got a Great Old One to comply the first time around—and it also made me realize why he was so quick to discard the notion that we could simply find one ourselves. 
 
    Dahlia cut Carter’s throat, bleeding him out onto the chalky pentagram, and with that, I felt an immense outpouring of my mana—and those of the girls, too. The blackness retreated, replaced by a sky with twinkling pink stars, and I watched as a lush, fertile, flat plain sprawled out from the tower in all directions. I was recreating the campus, but very much as a blank slate of greenery. 
 
    I crumbled to my knees like I’d just run a double marathon, panting and sweating at the energy expenditure the spell had claimed from me. The casting made my vision blurry, and then black. I watched as the Elder Orbs dimmed and then vanished as the spell finished. My head slammed against the rooftop flooring like a fist into a slab of meat. I was out cold. 
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   T he original Randolph Carter bled out quietly on the ground, already dead before the spell had ended. My head was there beside him when I came to, all the girls crowded around me, helping me back to my feet. We all exchanged looks that ran the gamut from sad to downright apathetic, but I felt this loss on a personal level, even if I hadn’t known the man that well. 
 
    “Let another one die for us,” Melody sighed as she watched the blood draining from his neck, echoing my inner sentiment. 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed darkly, though the vocal utterance caught in my throat and came out only hoarsely. We had let another one die. Another Devon. Another Brian. Another Evelyn—literally another Randolph. How many more would die along the way before our task was done? 
 
    None, I decided. That’s the last one. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Dahlia sighed with a frown, placing a hand on my shoulder that was intended to reassure me. “He wanted this. Hell, he practically begged for it, Liam.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I know that, but it just feels so wrong. I should be paying the price, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    Memento flashed me a look that was equal parts pained and irritated. “Don’t say that,” she chided. “If you died, then what do you think would happen to the rest of us? To the multiverse?” 
 
    I shuddered at that—not because I was deep in thought about what would happen to them, though the thought did horrify me, but because when she put it like that, I realized the scope of my responsibility here. I wasn’t just fighting some personal crusade against the Outer Gods—I was crusading on behalf of the multiverse itself, all creation across the unlimited cosmos. The sheer scope of my responsibility couldn’t be named or quantified, and yet it was my cross to bear for some stupid reason. Why exactly? 
 
    None of this makes a damn bit of sense, I thought to myself privately. What the fuck is a Harem-Magus anyway? Just a dude with a bunch of hot girlfriends and a bit more power than the average space wizard—why the hell should I stick my neck out? Why does it have to be me? 
 
    But I heard my own voice echoing back in my head: if it isn’t you, then who is it? 
 
    I let out a dry, guttural scoff that drew everyone’s eyes back to me even as my own were fixated on the pallid corpse of Randolph Carter, inches away from my boot. The blood was pooling around the black heel. 
 
    “He didn’t deserve this,” Carmilla said, holding Styria in her arms. “I know, baby, it’s not fair. But look,” she beseeched me, and I did. She waved broadly to the newly sprawled plain of green and the pink twinkling stars that lit up the sky. “Look what you did with his help.” 
 
    I nodded. I had to give myself permission to take solace in that. It made no sense to linger on regrets for imagined sins. I’d spent too much time in my life doing precisely that, and I actually shook my head as I bit my lip and promised myself never again—never again would I waste another breath on the past when it could be better spent breathing life into our future. 
 
    “Listen,” Memento said, stepping toward me seductively. Oh, I recognized that look in her blood-red eyes, alright. It hardly seemed the time or place, but I was a simple man, after all. “Dahlia and Carmilla have some ability to conjure things, and Melody’s damn good at it. Let them start rebuilding the campus, reforming the terrain—we’re all empowered to do that now, having taken a part in the spell.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re right—we shouldn’t waste time.” I cleared my throat as my hands tidied my shirt, checking the buttons out of habit. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” she said through a transparent grin. “That’s not my point.” 
 
    I feigned surprise and cocked an eyebrow as her hand landed on my chest. Chelsea let out a little gasp and followed suit. “Ohh,” she said, “you know—you do owe us a tumble.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Memento reaffirmed, making her intentions fully known. “I don’t think you should exert yourself anymore today. Let the conjurors conjure, and let us help you wind down.” 
 
    “I need to nut,” Chelsea said with a determined look on her face. Her cat ears seemed to twitch in time with the furrowing of her well-sculpted eyebrows. 
 
    I looked over at Dahlia and Carmilla, who were smirking. The look on Melody’s face was far less amused. “What? We do all the hard work while Liam slams you down big style?” She pouted and let out a whine. “This plan is so unfair.” 
 
    “You already got your turn,” Chelsea hissed, her hand still idly stroking my chest. They were laying the affection on thick, almost to cringe levels, but I could sense their intent. I knew them too well. They played it off like it was for themselves, but they were one hundred percent focused on getting me to rest. What were they sensing that I wasn’t? 
 
    “Do I look messed up?” I asked. “What’s really going on here?” 
 
    Memento and Chelsea traded silent looks, each betraying the truth. They looked over at Dahlia for approval. 
 
    “Your aura—it looks diminished,” she said. “Your mana reserves are low.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked anxiously, feeling my shoulders tense up. 
 
    She shrugged. “Probably that you’re tired—it’s not all that uncommon to have serious mana drainage after a spell like this.” 
 
    I let out a breath of relief. “Okay,” I grunted, letting a smirk take my face. I winked at the demoness and the catgirl that were currently pressing their chests up against my shoulders. “Spoil me.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Chelsea purred happily in my ear. 
 
    “Let’s get back down to your room first.” 
 
    We said goodbye for the time being to Dahlia, Carmilla, baby Styria, and a resentful-looking Melody as they set upon their task. As the door opened to my bedroom, Memento and Chelsea wasted no time in setting upon their own task, stripping out of their clothes so quickly that it was almost not even sexy. Almost. 
 
    “Truth be told, I do need this,” Chelsea said, her cat-eyed gaze showing a feral need as she chewed on her bottom lip and slipped off her shorts and panties. 
 
    Memento’s clothes hit the floor with a soft thud shortly after that—before long, I was staring down the naked bodies of two perfect women. “Don’t just stare,” Memento said, though she didn’t sound shy. From her stance—hands on her hips, jutting her pelvis out to one side—she looked more impatient than anything else. 
 
    I nodded, emitting a soft grunt of excitement, and finally got to unbuckling my own belt. I didn’t bother to look down as I dropped my slacks to the floor, hearing the metal of the belt buckle shuffle against the hardwood under our feet. 
 
    Chelsea let out a sigh of bliss as my half-erect cock came into view. “There he is,” she said, licking her lips. 
 
    Memento stepped forward and shoved me backward playfully so that my back hit the softness of my bed. Before I even sat back up, both girls were getting into kneeling positions in front of me, each grabbing hold of my cock. 
 
    They both started pumping with their wrists in unison—in our long stay in the Dreamlands back when we were waiting for Styria to be born, all the girls had developed a respectable degree of bedroom chemistry. Memento and Chelsea were no exception, and you would have thought they’d practiced this teamwork-based handjob a dozen times or more from the expertness they displayed. 
 
    “I’m gonna lick it now, daddy,” whispered Memento, her menacing, solid crimson eyes staring up at me. She made good on her promise, letting her forked tongue wrap delicately around the tip of my cock. She coiled me like a wet python, though not as tight. 
 
    Chelsea kept going with her wrist, too, letting her soft feminine hands glide up and down my cock with practiced ease and grace. “How do you like that?” she asked, looking up at me with lust-filled feline eyes. She didn’t wait for me to answer before she lowered her head and went between my legs with her face. 
 
    Memento’s chin rested upon the top of my thigh as the demoness circled and massaged my cockhead with her long, wet tongue. The lewd texture of it teased a groan out of me, and my beautiful demoness’s eyes went wide at the response. She redoubled her efforts, repeating the deft movement that had elicited that response, desperate to achieve my pleasure again. 
 
    Meanwhile, Chelsea went straight for my balls. Her tongue, being catlike, had a rougher texture, so she gobbed up a wad of spit and painted my sack with it. After that, she started treating my balls to her probing tongue and kissing, sucking lips. I ran my fingers through her hair and gripped one of Memento’s horns as tightly as I could. 
 
    Scratching behind Chelsea’s kitty cat ears, I heard the lusty beauty let out a quiet moan of satisfaction. “I love that,” she said, taking a break from licking my nuts to share that news bulletin with me. Her eyes found mine, sharing her desperation with me in just one look. “Don’t stop, baby.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, fighting back the urge to moan again. My eyes briefly rolled back in my head, but I refocused them on the demoness. Her tongue unwrapped itself from my turgid tip, but I wasn’t left to dry off. Her lips sucked in my cockhead so matter-of-factly that the sight and sensation actually made me hold my breath as I watched my dick slowly disappear down her eager, submissive throat. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned, seething as I tugged on her horn, “that’s daddy’s baby girl.” She made a needy sound, her lips humming on my cock as her head started to bob—up and down, up and down. 
 
    “Am I a good girl, too?” Chelsea asked cutely, just playing along, maybe, but certainly getting into it. 
 
    “You’re a good little kitty,” I chuckled, but that apparently did the trick for her. She whined and started sucking on my balls and licking the base of my cock with even more urgency than before, and I watched with captivated awe as her lips and tongue repeatedly brushed up against Memento’s as they both served me. 
 
    I leaned back on my elbows and just watched. Fuck, the feeling of them going wild on my dick, the cacophony of slurps and needy little moans—it was all too much. I pulled their heads away from my cock, and they both looked up at me as though I had kicked their puppy. 
 
    “We were just getting to the good part!” Memento complained. 
 
    “I was going to cum if you kept that up any longer,” I said, just barely managing to catch my breath. 
 
    Chelsea looked at me like I had sprouted a butthole right between my eyes. “That was the plan, dufus.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I gotta fuck you,” I said. 
 
    They both shook their heads. “Not tonight,” Memento insisted. “At least, not now. Now, we help you relax.” She resumed her sucking, and I didn’t stop her. Her red eyes continued to pierce mine as she bobbed up and down with such force that I could hear her tits slapping my thighs with each movement. 
 
    “Just relax, Liam,” Chelsea soothed, bringing back the wrist action, supporting Memento at the base so that she didn’t have to take on the whole thing alone. “We want you to know how special you are.” 
 
    I cocked my head at her. “Where is this coming from?” I asked. The praise didn’t endanger the force of my erection, so I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    “Nowhere,” she said with a shrug. “Do you remember how we met?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Oh, wait, was it Astronomy 101?” I asked her. 
 
    She smiled. “No, dummy. That was the second time. We met at Scott Haywood’s party.” 
 
    I squinted at her, trying to recall it. “I’m afraid I don’t remember.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I was wearing a black cat costume. It was a Halloween thing.” 
 
    I almost gasped at the revelation. “You were the slutty black cat!?” I asked in shock, rewarding her confession with more scratches of her ears. 
 
    She took a moment to purr and nodded. “Yes,” she said after a few seconds. “We made out in the backyard. You were dressed as a shark. It was really stupid, but it made me laugh.” 
 
    I chuckled with her, watching as she buried her hand in her face and turned away from me out of embarrassment. “I had no clue that was you,” I said. “Damn, I’m so sorry. Now I feel like an ass.” 
 
    “Don’t,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s fine—I didn’t tell you it was me, and I kinda had been stalking you on Facebook even before the party, so—if anything, I should probably apologize to you.” 
 
    I was so interested in the conversation I almost forgot that I was getting a fucking amazing blowjob from Memento as all this was going on. I groaned, trying to stay calm and keep a poker face going as I stayed with Chelsea. “Why are you telling me this now?” 
 
    “Because I want you to know something,” she said softly. “Maybe it’s dumb, and maybe I was just a dumb girl with a crush, but—” she shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know why saying this is making my heart race.” 
 
    Memento plopped my dick out of her mouth with a lewd pop. “It’s probably because you’re naked and jerking him off while confessing something intimate.” Aaaand my cock went right back in her mouth. 
 
    “Yeah,” Chelsea agreed, “probably that. But—anyway, Liam, I knew when I met you.” 
 
    “Knew what?” I asked. Surely she didn’t mean she knew about Esoterica? 
 
    “I knew that we were somehow supposed to end up together. I can’t explain it. I just felt it. Like we were soulmates.” 
 
    “Don’t let Dahlia catch you saying that,” I said, smiling at her. She blushed. “Truth is, I’ve always just known we were supposed to be together. When you vanished, it broke me for a while, and then I had those dreams, and—” her voice faded away even as she continued to pump my cock inside her firm yet gentle grip. “Maybe this is the wrong time.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I confessed, gritting my teeth as I felt my orgasm boiling up to the surface. “But I’m not complaining on any level. Fuck, Mimi, I’m gonna cum!” 
 
    Memento muffled something, but I had no idea what it was, so from context I deduced that it was probably a command to empty my load in her throat. The silky texture of her lips combined with the velvety texture of her forked tongue made for a peerless experience as I released rope after stick rope of pearly cream down the back of her throat. She gagged a few times whenever a particularly thick wad started dripping down, but she wouldn’t let me pull away. 
 
    Chelsea pouted. “Well now we have to do it again, because this little kitty didn’t get her milk.” 
 
    I let my elbows give out and collapsed backward onto my mattress. “Fuck,” groaned, “give me a few. Need a breather. Five minutes,” I panted.  
 
    “Three minutes and counting,” Chelsea said. She never stopped stroking me off, nor did Memento ever pull her lips away from my dick. “You’re on notice.” 
 
    Fuck, I thought. It looked like it’d be a long night—but I was at least confident I would sleep. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-17 
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   T hat night, as I lay in my bed, somewhere between deep sleep and dozing off, I was hit with a powerful sense-memory. The smell of cologne—not mine—invaded my nostrils, and my eyes opened in a flash of excitement and misplaced hope as they darted around the room. It was just me. And Chelsea and Memento. Also Dahlia and Carmilla, and Styria in her crib beside the bed.  
 
    I fought back the urge to snigger at the realization of just how crowded my mattress was, but when I remembered the smell that had awoken me, all thoughts of that were gone. 
 
    “Brian?” I whispered into the air. It was stupid, by all measures, to assume the impression I had was anything but a dream-induced hallucination. Brian wouldn’t answer. He was gone, for sure, dust in the cosmic wind at this point. I must have been on the verge of a nightmare and his scent was called to mind. 
 
    But I wasn’t that stupid, thankfully. I muttered a quiet incantation so as not to wake my girls—except for Carmilla, who was trancing, and Melody, of course, who was wide awake and never slept. The ghostly beauty was just staring at me with interest, and I had to wonder a bit if that look was inspired by what I was doing or if it had preceded my silent spell. I didn’t bother to address her. It wasn’t the first time I had woken up in the middle of the night, and over time, she had just learned to watch silently unless I called out to her. 
 
    Did she hear me call out for Brian? I thought to myself as I finished the spell. The auras of everyone in the room lit up. Notably absent? Brian’s. 
 
    I looked over at Styria in her crib. While the spell was activated, I had to take a peek. Her aura far overpowered everyone else’s in the room, even my own. That didn’t necessarily mean anything other than she had a particularly vibrant personality, but for a baby so young, it was more likely indicative of an intense mana-well, or other supernatural gifts. It wasn’t that crazy, all things considered, given that mommy was a powerful vampire sorceress and daddy was a super cool and handsome Harem-Magus. 
 
    But there was no trace of Brian or his energy. In my head, I guess, I thought to myself. I looked at Melody and shrugged. She cocked her head at me, furrowing her brow. She violently and repeatedly tapped her forehead, which was her way of telling me to open a mental link between us so I could tell her what was going on. 
 
    I thought I smelled Brian’s cologne, I told her, transmitting that revelation to her mind. She frowned. 
 
    Go back to sleep, she said. Then she bit her lip. Unless you want to… 
 
    I’ll sleep, I told her, giving her a crooked smile. I had to cut her off before she started making her case. She could be quite persuasive when she needed to be. 
 
    I closed my eyes and started to count myself down in my head. As a kid, I had occasionally tried the counting sheep method of sleeping, but it had rarely worked. I guess I never really understood why. If anything, it stimulated my brain rather than boring me into slumber. The method I adopted, and which worked for me most of my life up until I went to Hell and sleep was ruined for me for a while, was a riff on the ol’ sheep counting method. 
 
    Instead of counting sheep, I just counted down. Start at one hundred, and start again at zero. Eventually, I get so tired of counting that I have to stop and… 
 
    Sure enough, sleep befell me once more, and I was drifting off into dreams. But something was still off. This time, the impression I had of Brian was beyond a simple smell—it was his very essence. It was like he was in the room with me, but I was closing my eyes, left with only a vague certainty that he was there. 
 
    “Brian?” I said again.  
 
    “Liam.” This time he called back to me, and I was sure it was him. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prick up at attention. 
 
    “Where are you?!” I asked him, my voice on the border of calm and frantic. 
 
    “Liam,” he droned back, his voice stuck in a lazy monotone that was entirely uncharacteristic of him. “Randy is dead, Liam.” 
 
    I paused. “I’m still stuck on the fact that you aren’t,” I said. 
 
    “My body is dead—my soul is elsewhere.” 
 
    “Where?” I asked, growing impatient, fearing that I would lose my connection to him before I had the time to discover anything meaningful. “You have to find a way to tell me. Be clear, don’t make me guess, Brian! Brian?!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said in a sorrowful moan. “I don’t know, Liam. Maybe inside of Yog-Sothoth.” 
 
    Just like that, my connection was gone. I found myself awake again, shivering and sweating at the same time. I sat up fast, unintentionally jerking Memento awake, who wiped her eyes and shot me a look. Before I could respond to her, though, I noticed a dampness beside me—and not the good kind. Dahlia was sweating, too, and shivering even harder than I was. 
 
    I looked down at Dahlia as she tossed and turned, a look of sorrow or discomfort on her pretty face. 
 
    “Bad dream?” Memento asked in a subdued hush. She reached up and touched my forehead as if to check my temperature. It would have made me laugh, if not for the seriousness of the situation—we were all pretty far beyond mundane illnesses and fevers. 
 
    I ignored her, letting my eyes do the talking as I stared intensely at Dahlia. She continued to writhe restlessly, and I thought I saw her lips move, mouthing something about three syllables long. 
 
    “Should we wake her?” Memento asked, but I shook my head furiously, acknowledging her directly for the first time. She fell silent after that, nodding her understanding—but of course, she didn’t understand. She had no idea what was going on. 
 
    I dared to look over at Carmilla, breaking my gaze with Dahlia’s tortuously twisting figure. The vampiress was in a trance, resting as peacefully as ever, right on the edge of the bed. She didn’t need to sleep in the traditional way, being a vampire, but she did occasionally enter a deep trance to recover mana at more rapid pace. Ever since Styria was born, I noticed she did it more often. The sight of Carmilla’s pale hand grabbing a rail of the cradle as though she meant to rock it made me smile, but I cast off that distraction and waited for Dahlia’s dream to end. 
 
    I looked around for Chelsea, but she wasn’t in the room. Had she decided to sleep somewhere else, or was she just being a nocturnal cat, exploring the new campus? I’d reach out to her a bit later, but for now, my focus was elsewhere. 
 
    I waited for a while as I stared at Dahlia. A good, long while. Had it taken me this long to wake up? It felt like only a few moments. Was it also Brian contacting her? Was he finishing his message with Dahlia, since we got cut off? I could only hope as I waited and watched. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the starchild beauty’s eyes went half-open, and her body stilled itself. She rubbed her eyes, letting out a high-pitched but soft little yawn. 
 
    “Did you hear him?” I asked. 
 
    Her eyes shot open in surprise. She hadn’t been expecting me to be sitting over her, waiting. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Did you hear Brian?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head, but she frowned with recognition. “Give me a second to process this,” she groaned, sitting up.  
 
    Memento looked at her strangely. “See Brian? What’s going on?” 
 
    Melody was watching, too. “Let’s go into the common area—outside the elevator. Let’s let Carmilla rest.” 
 
    “She worked hard yesterday,” Dahlia agreed with another punctuating yawn. “We’ll catch her up when she’s awake.” 
 
    I resolved to do just that, and absolutely soundlessly, we made our way out the door using a series of minor charms so as not to disturb Carmilla. We could have merely used a psychic conversation, but when the option was available, we all preferred the face-to-face option. 
 
    “You heard Brian?” Dahlia asked at once as soon as we were seated on the couches in the plush common room. 
 
    I nodded. “I heard his voice in my head, but I couldn’t see him. It felt like he was trying to reach out to me, but he seemed a bit detached, monotone.” 
 
    Dahlia leaned forward and conjured a few cups of chamomile tea. She passed them around the circle, and everyone except for Melody got one. Melody spitefully glared, but conjured her own ghostly mug anyway. 
 
    “I heard Evelyn. She was a bit more lucid than what you’re describing.” 
 
    I held my breath for a few seconds until I practically choked on it. “What does it mean? What did she say?” 
 
    “It means that their souls still exist, which is good,” Dahlia said. “The Outer Gods suggested otherwise, but apparently our friends are a bit more resilient than the bad guys gave them credit for.” 
 
    “Or it’s a trap,” I said. 
 
    She paused, taking a long sip of her chamomile as she looked me in the eyes as though considering the possibility, and then nodded. “Or that,” she conceded. 
 
    “I’d honestly bet on that,” Memento said. “I don’t mean to be a pessimist, but I sincerely doubt their souls could remain intact after their bodies were totally dominated by the Outer Gods—and their original forms destroyed, mind you.” 
 
    I had to agree. It didn’t feel quite right. “Still,” I muttered. “Still… it’s odd.” 
 
    “What’s odd?” Dahlia asked, cocking her head in a cute way that always made me smile—except for now. 
 
    “Why the difference in tone from the messages? Brian was stilted, Evelyn was lucid. What did she even say? Brian barely got a word out.” 
 
    Dahlia leaned back in her chair and ignited the fireplace with a wave. Blue light burned in the hearth, heating us comfortably as she spoke. “She said that she was still alive—still inside her own body.” 
 
    “Fighting for control?” I asked, hope caught in my throat. 
 
    Dahlia shook her head and grimaced. “I didn’t get that impression. More like fighting to hang on.” 
 
    “How did they reach out to us?” I asked. “Any insight on that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Honestly, no. But, at least in my mind, it suggests that it’s really them.” 
 
    Memento set her cup down. “Oh, that’s a good point,” she said. 
 
    “What is?” I asked, not quite getting it yet. 
 
    “If the Outer Gods can communicate with us directly using our dreams, I doubt they would have wasted it on this,” Memento clarified. “Wouldn’t they be more likely to make psychic attacks on us, or try to get information out of us? Did they ask anything like that?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, stroking my chin pensively. “I guess that’s a good point.” 
 
    “You’re damned right it is,” Dahlia said, hope starting to appear in her starry eyes with a bright twinkle. 
 
    But we all paused after that, and it was Melody who spoke after a few moments. “So now what?” she asked. “What do we do about this new information?” 
 
    I frowned and leaned back in my seat. “Nothing,” I said, my voice low and dark. 
 
    “Nothing?” repeated Dahlia questioningly. 
 
    “Nothing,” I confirmed. “Look—we don’t know for sure if that was really them, and if it was—so what? What can we do about it, realistically? Do you have any idea how to safely extract a soul from a body possessed by something as powerful as an Outer God?” 
 
    “Do you?” Memento asked. “With the original Liam’s knowledge, and the Headmistress’s as well, I think it’s far more likely you are the one with that information.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, plumbing the depths of my mental library for something, anything that fit the bill. Oh, there were soul manipulation spells alright—that was, after all, the Headmistress’s body-hopping bread and butter—but would such a thing work on the likes of Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath? I’d be lying if I said I had much hope. 
 
    Still, there was a sliver of the stuff, just a tiny morsel of it. “There is something,” I said. “Something we could try, but it’d require us to get up close and personal, and I’m in no particular hurry to do that.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Dahlia sighed. 
 
    “Double agreed,” Melody said with a jerk of her cute blue head. “Okay, I’m glad we’re not all fucking idiots.” 
 
    I snorted at the comment. “Still,” I had to add, “this does make me want to push up the timeline slightly. Just in case their souls are being slowly eaten away or something.” 
 
    Dahlia looked concerned. “I cautiously agree,” she offered, “but I have to add the caveat that I don’t believe we should be thinking about timelines unless we feel like there’s a chance we’re ready to win. Decisively. It’s not just our lives at stake, babe.” 
 
    Silence for a while, and then I replied, “I know.” She was right, of course. The stakes had literally never been higher: not for me, not for anyone. We had one shot. To be frank, we were lucky Shub-Niggurath and Yog-Sothoth didn’t immediately wake Azathoth once we had captured Nyarlathotep. That, to me, suggested that the so-called Dark Pharaoh—one of his many titles, I’d learned back in the library—was likely the only one really particularly interested in venturing down that path. 
 
    I watched the pale blue firelight of the hearth dance and pirouette among the embers, smokeless, but still generating some warmth. We all sat there for a while, waiting, thinking, planning in our own heads—or just wondering, maybe. What came next? What was there to do but prepare? 
 
    I smiled and looked over at Dahlia as I thought of one way I’d like to pass the time. “Well, I guess we could find out where Chelsea is, and you could show us around the new campus.” 
 
    Dahlia grinned. “Oh, that sounds fun,” she said. “Let’s do that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-18 
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   I  Figured there wouldn’t be all that much to see of the campus, since it had just been created and was only maybe the size of a few football fields. Instead of a sprawling alien wasteland with other points of interest, like the clifftop pentagram where I had summoned Uther once upon a time, my new and not-so-improved Esoterica was just the green, grassy grounds. Those grounds dropped off at their edges into an infinite abyss. 
 
    But when we stepped outside, my expectations were shattered. “Holy shit,” I grunted, “you really went all out.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” Dahlia said, grabbing my elbow. 
 
    I could certainly see why Carmilla, who normally didn’t need to rest quite so deeply, was so tuckered out. Even with Dahlia as solid at conjuration as she’d become, it was neither of their specialty, so for them to pull out all the stops like this, it must have exhausted them both, even with Melody’s expert assistance. 
 
    What my eyes beheld was a fairly impressive, if simplified, recreation of the original campus. Standing stones, a miniature forest, and several buildings dotted the campus, including a fairly accurate recreation of the library. 
 
    Dahlia sensed the question that was coming to my mind. “No, there aren’t all that many books in the library. We did move all the ones we found in the dorms over there, but it’s mostly empty at the moment.” 
 
    “And the standing stones?” I asked. 
 
    “Decorations,” she admitted, “but we will be able to activate their powers and get them functioning properly and permanently with just a few Elder Orbs when the time comes.” 
 
    I nodded. “This is really something,” I said. 
 
    “That’s the thing people say when they hate what they’re seeing,” Dahlia scowled. 
 
    I laughed and put my arms around her and Memento. “No,” I said, “that’s not what I meant. This is really impressive, honestly.” 
 
    “You could have done better, I’m sure,” Dahlia sighed. “What with the Headmistress’s magic inside you. Presumably she was the one who created Esoterica the first time around.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted, “but I’m glad you were able to put your stamp on it. I’ll flesh things out over the next few days, for sure, and we’ll try to refine the details as much as we can. But you made a pretty basic copy of what we had before.” 
 
    She lolled her head to one side and looked up at me with a pout. “Should I not have?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m just saying, as we expand outward, let’s try to make it different—really ours, you know?” 
 
    Dahlia grinned, and leaned into me. “Sounds good.” 
 
    Memento had been fairly quiet, and Melody was silent altogether. 
 
    “What are you two thinking?” I asked, looking over at them. Memento and Melody shared a meaningful look. 
 
    Melody spoke first. “I can’t speak for Memento, but I was just thinking… this is our home.” 
 
    I nodded. It was a simple statement, but I had a good idea of what she meant. It was our secret sanctum, our hideaway, our sanctuary—the place where we’d start fresh and raise our children. The old Esoterica had been those things to some degree, but it was personal now. It truly was ours. 
 
    Memento sighed and squeezed my hand. “I was thinking something similar. We have a chance to start fresh. You know—I honestly don’t think the Outer Gods are in a hurry to fight. We could probably just chill out here until the stars are right—seven lifetimes or something like that, right?” 
 
    I chewed the inside of my cheek as I considered it. “I guess we could,” I said. “They can’t locate us now—and they don’t really want to fight. They said as much themselves. We were the instigators last time.” 
 
    “We really were,” Dahlia agreed with a giggle. “But—if we slow down and take our time, we are definitely sacrificing whatever’s left of Evelyn and Brian’s souls.” 
 
    I almost groaned, but I withheld the noise, not wanting it to be misinterpreted. She had a real point there. We might have time, but they didn’t. 
 
    “Here’s a counterpoint to consider,” I started, turning to face Memento. I placed my hands on her shoulders. “What if we saved the multiverse, and then we retired? Think about it.” 
 
    She smiled, but it was weak—a smile that just barely clung to life. “I know you’re right,” she confessed. “Of course that’s the smartest thing to do—take care of it now, so we don’t have that hanging Sword of Damocles for the next few hundred years. I know. And I agree, but…” She looked up at the pink stars in the demiplane’s sky. “It would be nice. That’s all.” 
 
    I looked into her solid blood-red eyes and failed to hold back a heavy sigh. “It really would be.” 
 
    “It will be,” Melody said. “Think positively! We’re gonna make the Outer Gods eat our assholes until they kill themselves out of shame.” 
 
    Dahlia and Memento both cringed, but I just frowned. “It’s sad that that’s the most fully-formed plan we’ve come up with so far,” I noted. 
 
    We continued touring the campus—the buildings were honestly more impressive on the outside than they were on the inside, though that was to be expected. The girls had thrown together the structures yesterday, and the general floor plans of each building were in place, complete with doors and floors, but the more nuanced decorations and details were all absent. It was like touring a bunch of warehouses. To add to the authenticity of that vibe, the buildings filled with echoes whenever anyone spoke. 
 
    Still, for the most part, my expectations had been met—and then some. I had figured they might manage to finish one building, but they had almost created a first-glance facsimile of the entire campus. It was an amazing start, and on our very first day. 
 
    But as I started to construct shelves in the library, just on a passing whim, I realized just how tough the rest of the work would be. It would take months, maybe years, to get everything right, to decorate every building with furniture that was permanent and not easily dispellable. Not only that, the first time I tried conjuring a painting, I took one look at it and saw just how awful it was. The details were blurry, muddy, ill-defined. It looked half-finished. 
 
    “Details are tougher,” I noted aloud, and the girls nodded as they staved off laughs. I had attempted to recreate a painting of a pine forest that I remembered being present in the library, but it was pathetic. It looked like a blurred mess with only one discernable tree in the foreground. 
 
    “We might just want to commission the art,” Dahlia noted. “I’m not sure anyone here has a knack for that.” 
 
    Memento giggled. “I consider myself to be an artist of sorts.” 
 
    “Well, Liam Jr. isn’t exactly handsome,” I noted with a chiding smirk. 
 
    She gasped. “That’s our son!” 
 
    I ignored that, and set my mind back to the immense amount of labor that it would take to rebuild. And then there was the matter of students, and classes, and running the damn institution. Randolph Carter had made it clear that Esoterica must continue to exist. That meant that we needed to set up Rescue operations, and figure out how all that worked. We needed to build up an army of wizards to resist the Void and beat back the Outer Gods to keep the tradition alive. This was our responsibility now. 
 
    As we toured the empty, wide-open office building, I spared a thought for all the professors who no doubt lost their lives in the attack on Esoterica. At first, I thought killing us didn’t make all that much sense—they needed us as heralds. But when I took a moment to think about it, I realized they had their heralds. They didn’t need Esoterica anymore. 
 
    Having the heralds in play meant that things could move forward at any moment—but I sensed they wouldn’t. I sensed, in my gut, that it was most likely that the Outer Gods wouldn’t poke the proverbial bear. Instead, they’d make preparations to fight me when the stars were right—when they had every advantage. 
 
    “We really need to win this fight,” I said. It was a non sequitur as far as everyone else was concerned. Dahlia and Melody had just been arguing over what kind of details would go on the Headmistress’s new door—or rather, the Headmaster’s, as they had proposed I take up the mantle. Hearing me say what I said, though, Memento didn’t miss a beat. 
 
    “We will,” she replied, placing a hand on my neck. It was warm to the touch. “We will.” 
 
    We found Chelsea sleeping in the shadow of one of the standing stones, curled up in a little ball. It was cute, and my instinct was to pet her, but I didn’t have time to crouch before she noticed us. Her nose twitched first, and she sat up and rubbed her eyes. She looked at me and smiled. “Bast says hi.” 
 
    My mouth opened to greet her, but it shut as I processed that. “Umm—” I didn’t really have much to offer there. 
 
    “I saw her last night. It’s why I wandered outside.” 
 
    Dahlia watched her with interest and crouched down beside her. “Then we all had visitors last night.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Memento pointed out. 
 
    “I got visited by my monthly friend,” Melody noted. 
 
    I squinted at her in confusion. “Do you mean you had your period?” 
 
    “Yep,” Melody nodded. “First time since becoming a ghost.” 
 
    “That seems significant,” Dahlia said, turning her focus up at the petite blue phantom. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Everyone was talking about important shit.” 
 
    “That is important,” I said. “That means—” 
 
    “It’s happening,” Dahlia interrupted, her starry eyes huge and twinkling with celestial glitter as she looked at me. “Your Harem-Magus powers really are affecting us all, not just Carmilla.” 
 
    We’d learned in the past that one of the wilder and stranger powers of a Harem-Magus was to be able to impregnate any woman who is bound to him—and I do mean any. Melody, a ghost, was now having her period. Carmilla, an undead vampire, bore a child to term—thought it wasn’t smooth the whole way through. Dahlia’s body had more or less gone back to true humanoid when before she’d been a homunculus with only a few illusions to make her look pretty. I had assumed before that change had occurred due to her growing in power and the body adapting to her soul, but what if it was adapting for me? 
 
    “I’m super fertile,” Chelsea said, giving me a thumbs up. “Bast definitely ships us.” 
 
    “I’ll take that into consideration,” I chuckled. “Okay—let’s get back on track. My mind is reeling from Melody’s little revelation, but it seems like you also have news.” 
 
    “I do,” the dirty-blonde-haired catgirl grinned, her orange tail twitching. “I definitely do.” 
 
    We all sat in the grass, except for Melody, who floated overhead. All eyes were on Chelsea, and I felt like we were back in college, sitting here on the ground in the shade of some big rock like we were chilling in the quad. Chelsea had changed a lot since then, though—so had I. A wisp of my white hair that crept into my peripheral vision was a reminder of that. 
 
    “Bast is in my head,” she said. “She’s hanging out—watching over you more closely.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    Chelsea smiled confidently. “She thinks you’re going to make a move, and she wants to be there when you do.” 
 
    “Bast, if you can hear me,” I said, “we’d certainly like some tips.” 
 
    Chelsea’s ears perked up, and her green cat eyes rolled back momentarily. “Bast says to let me talk.” 
 
    I laughed. “Okay then, fair enough.” 
 
    Chelsea took a big breath. “The Outer Gods have one weakness—places that they can’t go. You discovered that for yourself when you sent Nyarlathotep to the Astral Plane with Uther. But that isn’t the only untouchable zone for the Outer Gods. There are two more.” 
 
    “Name them,” I said. 
 
    “Any of the Hells in the multiverse are dangerous places for them to be. They lose their powers and can be easily subdued. The same is true of the heavens. They would never go to these places intentionally.” 
 
    “Well, we know a guy in Hell,” I grinned, leering at Memento with a wink. She winked back. “So we may be able to work something out there.” 
 
    “We don’t have any backdoor into heaven, though,” Chelsea noted. “Even I can’t go there freely.” 
 
    “Then we should prioritize Hell,” I said. Then I groaned, having a sort of epiphany. “Man, I never thought I’d go to Hell so many times in my life.” 
 
    Chelsea nodded, but then frowned. “Liam—take a moment and realize what this means for Uther.” 
 
    My smirk faded. I swallowed deep. It was a thought I’d been working hard to keep at bay. “He’s lost to me, isn’t he?” I asked. 
 
    The catgirl nodded. “He is,” she said. “You could try to reach out to him every now and then, but don’t expect to ever see him again. The Astral Plane is also not meant for humans and other fleshy things, either.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. I decided then and there to try to contact him, and I could tell the girls recognized what I was doing as soon as I began. They waited in silence. 
 
    Uther, buddy, are you out there? I asked. 
 
    The voice that came back in my head was far uglier than I’d hoped for. I’m going to get out of here, Liam—and when I do, I’ll— 
 
    I severed the link and opened my eyes, and with that a tear dripped down my cheek. 
 
    “Oh, Nodens, no!” Dahlia gasped. “Tell me it’s not true, Liam!” 
 
    “No…” Melody sniffled, her hands clasped in front of her heart. “Not Uther!” 
 
    Memento and Chelsea reacted in similar ways, but I tuned it out. The tear that singed my cheek wasn’t one of sadness, but of anger. The Astral Plane wasn’t good enough for Nyarlathotep. I’d see him burn in Hell—him and the others. In fact, I knew a guy who might be thrilled to have Outer God souls to torment and trade on for all eternity. And in the process, maybe I could get Uther back. 
 
    A plan started forming in my mind. I wasn’t ready yet, but I would be soon. 
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   T ime passed. Days gave way to weeks, and we hadn’t left Esoterica even once. Why would we? We were safe. Every day we made some attempt at a discussion about what came next, but there was always the conclusion that there was still time. Even for Evelyn and Brian, there might still be time—maybe years, for all we knew. 
 
    So we plotted and waited and bided our time. We watched Styria continue to grow, and we started seriously considering the prospect of having more children. That conversation kept coming up again and again—sometimes one-on-one, and sometimes with the whole group, which was starting to feel more and more like a family. 
 
    But always at the back of my mind was that nagging voice that reminded me of Uther. Uther, stranded in the Astral Plane, corrupted, possessed by the Outer God Nyarlathotep. I couldn’t stand the thought. It made me sick, nauseous even, to wonder at what he was enduring on my behalf, because of my stupid experiment. 
 
    And yet that stupid experiment very well might have saved the multiverse for now. If I didn’t successfully lock Nyarlathotep in the Astral Plane, who could say what havoc he might have wrought upon us? Would he have awoken Azathoth? Maybe, maybe not—but I was willing to bet Shub-Niggurath and Yog-Sothoth were more gun-shy than he was. 
 
    “What are you thinking about, baby?” Carmilla asked. Dahlia and Memento were watching Styria out in the standing stones the last time we’d checked. Those stones still didn’t do anything other than look mystical and cool, but they made a nice little picnic spot. Carmilla and I, on the other hand, were relaxing in the cafeteria. It was big and empty, but it still felt relaxing and nostalgic to us both. As the dorm had avoided erasure in the Outer Gods’ attack, it managed to be one of the only spots on campus that remained totally unchanged. 
 
    “I’m thinking about him,” I said. 
 
    “Is ‘him’ referring to Uther or Nyarlathotep?” she asked, scooching her chair even closer to mine. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m worried it’s more or less the same thing at the moment.” 
 
    She emitted a little utterance of understanding. “I can only imagine what you’re going through,” she said. Her little vampire squirrel, Sheridan, appeared on her shoulder—as if to rub it in, the bastard. “I’d be heartbroken if it happened to my little guy. But…” She paused there, letting that ‘but’ just hang in the air. 
 
    “But what?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed and leaned forward, placing her cheek on the table, and then looked back up at me with her red and black eyes. “But—I don’t think Uther would want a different outcome than what has happened so far.” 
 
    I thought about that for the rest of the day and decided she was probably right. It didn’t soothe the ache that I felt for him, but it allowed me a modicum of peace as I planned my next move. 
 
    When I wanted to be alone, I retreated to the library. It was mostly empty—every book we had been able to find fit on the shelves in the lobby behind the front desk. I often sat there at that desk, reading, thinking, and plotting. 
 
    Plotting is perhaps too sinister a word—preparing. That was more neutral. I wasn’t some cartoon villain. I was just a dude trying to save the multiverse. And the sum of those quiet moments that I took in the library resulted in a plan. 
 
    The plan was simple and elegant, but it couldn’t be executed just yet. I had to run some ideas past the Elder Gods, and that meant that I needed to have an audience with Bast once again. From what I could tell, the Outer Gods and the Elder Gods both functioned in similar ways. The Elder Gods likely possessed the same weaknesses, which meant that if I could get Bast to spill the proverbial beans on how I could defeat them, hypothetically, it would also point to the best way to take out Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath. 
 
    It was an odd strategy, asking Bast for the secret to killing her and promising, cross my heart and hope to die, that I wouldn’t do it. I had my doubts as to whether or not she would share anything with me at all, but I had to try. Fortune favors the bold, and just maybe the Elder Gods would, too. 
 
    For transparency’s sake, and because I trusted and loved her, I summoned Chelsea to the library with a psychic message. Hardly ten minutes later she appeared, walking through the front doors, letting them click shut behind her. I filled her in on what I wanted to speak to Bast about, which was more or less equivalent to telling Bast herself, since she was usually chilling in the back of Chelsea’s head. 
 
    “She doesn’t like that,” Chelsea said, biting her lip and playing with her dirty blonde hair. Her orange kitty tail swished anxiously as she considered everything I had told her. 
 
    “I know—but can you understand the position I’m in?” I asked. “We need a leg up, or we’re going to die, and if we die, so does everyone.” 
 
    “And you do mean ‘everyone,’” Chelsea agreed with a sigh. “I could let her possess me, and you could talk it out with her—but it won’t be fun.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask for,” I said.  
 
    “Bear in mind—every time she possesses me, I feel her influence growing, and the barrier between us melts away little by little.” 
 
    I frowned at that. “Is there another way for me to have an audience with her, then?” I asked her, but she just shook her head in silence. “Then forget it.” 
 
    “No,” she insisted, “it’s fine. I think this is necessary. And if it goes well, then it may very well be the only time we ever need to go this far again.” 
 
    I wasn’t so convinced. “If you think it’s okay,” I said. “But Chelsea, I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “You won’t,” she said. “I promise—but I may change slightly.” 
 
    “Change how?” I asked through a grimace of distaste. 
 
    Chelsea looked me in the eyes and shrugged. “I don’t know. But it’s worth it. I think you’re onto something—and if I feel that way, it means she might be thinking it, too.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Just—wait a moment,” she grunted, steepling her fingers together. “Let me try—” Before she could finish her thought, her eyes went solid white and glowed with a mystical quality. 
 
    I waited a few seconds longer before I said anything. “Bast. Is that you?” I asked. 
 
    “Liam Elloway. You seek my guidance,” Chelsea’s voice said in a layered tone, but there was something over the top of it. Something supernatural. 
 
    “I do,” I said. “I have a plan—I want to lure the Outer Gods through a portal to Hell. It’s not going to be easy tricking them to go through it, but—” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, sitting up as straight as a statue, “that is a logical objective. But why bother with contacting me?” 
 
    “Because I want to know how to subdue them, how to get them at their weakest so I can take them myself if push comes to shove.” 
 
    “You’ve subdued them before—but you already know the best answer.” 
 
    I frowned as I sensed what was coming. “Don’t say—” 
 
    “Your daughter, Styria, has power befitting an Outer God or an Elder God herself. Find a way to harness her, and the balance of power will shift heavily in your favor.” 
 
    I didn’t slam my fist down on the desk, but I wanted to. I hated having my little girl brought up in this context. She wasn’t a weapon—she was a baby. She was literally just several weeks old. 
 
    “Even if I did want to do that,” I said, “how do I ‘harness her?’” 
 
    Bast sighed, Chelsea’s own sigh audible in her voice, too. “Indeed, that is the puzzle. But—if you have the will, you can find the way.” 
 
    “The will is not there,” I said. “I don’t want to involve my daughter in the final battle.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Bast. “Then it will be difficult. You will have to rely on cunning to trick the Outer Gods into a trap. They won’t otherwise be willing to take a portal to Hell, and it isn’t particularly easy to drag them through it, even in a somewhat weakened state.” 
 
    I nodded. “So be it,” I said, my voice taking on a dark determination that gritted through my teeth. 
 
    Bast raised one of Chelsea’s sculpted eyebrows. “I admire your solemnity. It’s a very impressive thing about humans—hope in the face of horrible odds. But, the longer I watch you, the more I realize that placing hope in you is not a blind exercise, nor a fool’s hope. It is a valid hope—and I expect you not to let us down.” 
 
    “Us?” I asked. “Who’s us?” 
 
    She gestured at the air and walls all around. “Why, all of creation, of course. Never forget that if you fail, everything dies—and a new, darker multiverse will come to fruition, born out of its ashes. That one will be made in the name and likeness of the Outer Gods, and there will be no Elder Gods to balance out their chaotic purposes. Life as it is now simply won’t exist, at least not in the same form.” 
 
    “Sounds like a bad time,” I muttered, twirling a pencil in my fingers. “No pressure on me, though, right?” 
 
    Bast smirked with Chelsea’s lips. “No, of course not. Why would you find the fate of the entire multiverse at all pressuring?” 
 
    I choked back a laugh. “Nice to know the Elder Gods are capable of sarcasm.” 
 
    Bast’s voice veered toward a more neutral tone. “You are interfacing with me on your terms—the personality you see in me is a projection from your mind. My thoughts are beyond your thoughts, my mind beyond your mind, but thanks to Chelsea, I can take a fathomable form for you. A human sense of humor is an added bonus.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I said, shrugging. “You seem pretty human to me.” 
 
    “Less than a thousandth of a percent of my being is present here with you.” 
 
    I perked up. “Wait, that makes me think—” 
 
    “The Outer Gods function similarly, yes—they have avatars spread throughout the cosmos, but the heralds are the key, and only the heralds could find and face you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, back to my original point—what happens if we banish a herald to Hell?” I asked. 
 
    Bast actually smiled. It was a broad, open smile, holding nothing back. “Then the rest of their avatars lose their ability to connect to the—hivemind, for lack of a better word. They become beasts, more like brainless shoggoths than gods.” 
 
    “So this plan—” 
 
    “—It could work,” she agreed. “Our plan to banish them to Hell, it could indeed eliminate their threat for as long as the Hells can contain them.” 
 
    “And how long do you reckon that would be?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe it would be a very, very long time, Liam Elloway.” 
 
    It was decided, then. I filled her in on the rest of the details, how I planned to spring the trap, and she more or less gave it her stamp of approval. Oh, she had notes. No fewer than three times did she point out how helpful Styria’s powers might be at certain junctures, but I shrugged off those comments. They didn’t make my blood boil anymore as they had before, but they were not something I would consider. Not now, not ever. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” I added as we prepared to wrap up our little meeting. “I’m concerned about how to lure them.” 
 
    “The Outer Gods?” she asked, seeking clarification. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I’m thinking that there is a chance that Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath are hiding from us. They didn’t seem particularly thrilled to force a final battle prematurely. They wanted to wait for the stars to be right.” 
 
    She paused for a solid, awkward thirty seconds. “You are correct in your assessment,” she said at last, making me finally exhale a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “They do not wish to fight.” 
 
    “So we need to find them,” I pointed out, “or make them come to us. How do we do that?” 
 
    She grimaced—it was the most exaggerated expression I ever saw Chelsea’s face make while being possessed by Bast. “You will hate the answer.” 
 
    “Try me,” I said. 
 
    “The child,” she sighed. “Use her as a lure. If they think that you are on the run, weakened and vulnerable, and the child is with you, they will come for her—but it will likely cost another universe.” 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t like it,” I admitted. “But at least the plan doesn’t involve us putting her at risk in any way she hasn’t already been at risk in our previous travels.” 
 
    She stared at me with an unreadable intensity. “I wish only the best for you, Liam—for all of our sakes.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “But please, don’t change more of Chelsea than you have to. She’s important to me.” 
 
    It was her turn to nod. “I am returning her to you now.” 
 
    Before I could say goodbye, Chelsea gasped—actually Chelsea. Her eyes shot wide open, and she panted as she locked eyes with me. “Did you get what you were hoping for?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled weakly. “It’ll have to do.”
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   I n my lifetime, I had spent far more time in literal Hell than anyone is supposed to. Two days after my meeting of the minds with Bast, however, I resolved that one more trip was needed. 
 
    For one thing, I didn’t have the ability to conjure and control an infernal portal at whim. That was portal magic beyond me, and I needed a way to summon it myself at the drop of a hat, without a ritual, when the time came. For that, I was going to have to make a deal, or at the very least, a promise. 
 
    “Well,” Chelsea said, when I brought the idea up to her, “we could try to recreate the portal that the Headmistress had—I could manage that. But I’d need some way to connect to that particular Hell-plane.” 
 
    “Otherwise?” 
 
    “Otherwise we’d end up hopping through random infernal dimensions, and it probably wouldn’t be the vacation we need,” she said. 
 
    Memento chimed in. “Uh—I’m a possible connection, right?” she said. We all looked at her, and then our gaze went back on Chelsea. 
 
    She just shrugged limply, though. “Of course,” she said. “Just like last time. I could definitely figure something out, but if I want to conserve my energy for emergencies, I could use some spell support to lock onto your dad. Does anyone know a spell that can pinpoint someone’s location across—” 
 
    Dahlia held up her hand to silence her. “I know of the spell. It’s trivial. Memento has to bleed a bit, and then it’s done. I’m not good at portal magic, but with Divination? I’ve got you covered.” 
 
    “Memento has to bleed a bit? How much is a bit?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “Just a bit,” Dahlia smirked back with a wink. “She can handle it, promise.” 
 
    “So then we can lock onto that signature together,” Chelsea said, stroking her chin. “It should be easy with you channeling as well. It’ll hardly drain me at all.” 
 
    I grunted my agreement. “That works for me,” I said. “I can’t think of any real way that could go wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking jinx it,” Melody grumbled. “Talking like that, we’re liable to get stranded in a torture pit full of barbed dicks.” 
 
    I laughed, but I cut it short to correct the record. “Actually, I’ll be going alone to meet Mephiston this time.” 
 
    All eyes fell on me in unison. “Why?” Dahlia asked, clearly the most level-headed at this news. Everyone else looked either worried, confused, or somewhat annoyed at the declaration. 
 
    I decided to settle my eyes on her. “I just don’t think it’s necessary to show up with a squad to let him know the plan,” I said. “Dahlia and Chelsea will need to stay behind to summon me back when they’re done, anyway, and having others tag along will just be a distraction from the real purpose. All I want is to give him the heads up and see if he can offer any assistance.” 
 
    “I get it,” Carmilla said with an annoyed sigh. “I don’t particularly like it, but I get it.” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t going anywhere anyway, missy,” Dahlia scolded her. “You have to be here for your baby, and we definitely aren’t taking her to Hell.” 
 
    “Point taken,” Carmilla said with a half-grin. 
 
    A few days passed with us making preparations and going over the plan and all the spells it entailed again and again. We ran drills, rested, and repeated the drills until we had everything down to a science. Eventually the time came for us to start putting the actual plan into motion, though, and that meant it was time for the initial meeting with Mephiston to declare my intentions. 
 
    In the end, we had no issue with creating the first portal using Memento’s blood. It was hardly a pinprick, too, which I was grateful for. We all had ridiculously fast healing factors by this point, but I still hated to see my ladies in pain. Call me sentimental or weak or whatever, but it’s just how I felt. Something about seeing a look of discomfort on the face of your lover can really fuck up your day. 
 
    I appeared just outside the Spiked Citadel belonging to Memento’s father. Emerging from the purple portal, I found myself staring out at the hellscape, trying to ignore all the familiar sights, sounds, and smells that oppressed my every sense. 
 
    Hell wasn’t the coziest place to spend an afternoon. In lieu of forests with trees, outside the keep run by Mephiston, there was a thickly populated field of tall spikes jutting from the ground. Dozens of people were impaled naked on each of those spikes, bleeding onto one another for all eternity. The people on the bottom had it the worst. 
 
    I couldn’t say I really condoned the way Memento’s dad spent his work hours. Call me old-fashioned, but there was something that didn’t quite sit well with me, having her dad be the tormentor of countless souls until the end of time. Still—he was family. More importantly, he was a piece of the puzzle, and I couldn’t execute my plan without his assistance. 
 
    He saw me walking in and, with a wave, dismissed the rest of his team of torturers. The remains of a poor fellow lay on top of something like a gurney but made of polished black stone—obsidian, I decided. Not like it mattered. 
 
    “If you’re here to try to cancel the deal—” 
 
    “How much do you know about the Outer Gods?” I asked, cutting him off. 
 
    His bored, tired-looking eyes opened with interest. “Not all that much, I’m afraid,” he said, leaning against a pillar. 
 
    “Well—you do know of them, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Those are some big fish even for our cosmic ocean,” he said. “Big as you. Maybe bigger.” 
 
    My nostrils flared as I stared into his evil eyes. “What if I could deliver them to you?” 
 
    He laughed, his voice suddenly booming like I’d never heard it before. “Good fucking luck with that.” 
 
    “I appreciate the well wishes,” I said, “but I won’t need them. I’ve got a foolproof plan.” 
 
    “I bet you do,” he said, looking me up and down. “Your aura is even more imposing this time—and it hasn’t been that long since we last met.” 
 
    “I’ll make a bet with you.” His eyes instantly flared open. “Does that have you interested?” 
 
    “Depends on the terms,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll bet an eternity in the pit against my ability to deliver the Outer Gods to you.” 
 
    He lolled his head back and to the right as he sized me up once more for good measure. “And how does the bet benefit you? Why not just drop them off and be done with it? Why risk your soul?” 
 
    “Well, it benefits us all because it saves the multiverse,” I said. “But you’re right to be skeptical. I do require a bit of a down payment on the bet.” 
 
    “Go on,” Mephiston muttered, crossing his arms. His forked tongue flicked in the air.  
 
    “I need you to give me the ability to conjure a portal straight to your domain. I’m going to trick them and lead them here.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. Never had I ever noticed the family resemblance between him and Memento as much as I did in that moment. “Oh, and pray tell, how are you going to manage that feat?” 
 
    “That’s for me to pull off and you to enable,” I replied with a cocky grin. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “This deal could potentially override our previous deal—are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Positive,” I said. I didn’t really see a downside. If I died in the final battle, the multiverse would be destroyed a few minutes later. I probably wouldn’t even complete the trip to Hell before the Outer Gods started ripping all of creation apart, Hell included. If I won the bet, then I got to revel in the knowledge that my enemies were suffering in Hell for all eternity. That’s how you turn a frown upside down. 
 
    He grimaced at me—almost a grimace, anyway. It was a serious, pensive expression. He was searching for the catch. “I agree to your terms,” he said at last. “Your soul for all eternity—unless you deliver the Outer Gods to my domain within the next five hundred years.” 
 
    “I’m not going to need five hundred years, but I’ll take it,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh?” he said. “And how long do you think you will need?” 
 
    I leaned forward and grabbed his newly outstretched hand, shaking it, letting the deal become manifest. I just wanted this to be over. “Give me till the weekend’s up.”

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-21 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
     “Y 
 
   
 
    ou did what!?” Memento shrieked at me when she found out. She hit me over the head multiple times with our bag of holding. It didn’t hurt or anything, but I winced at the abruptness of the response. 
 
    “I should have expected this big of a reaction,” I murmured to myself. 
 
    Dahlia, to my surprise, also looked cross with me. Her lips were pursed, and she favored one hip as she crossed her arms in a way that mashed her breasts together. I tried my best to ignore the impressive valley of cleavage to give the moment the gravitas it deserved. 
 
    Carmilla and Melody looked more shocked than anything, both gaping at me with open-mouthed expressions. 
 
    “There’s no point being pissed off now,” Melody stated plainly. “It might have been the dumbest fucking thing ever, but what’s done is done.” 
 
    I felt a bit sheepish. My shoulders dropped as I fumbled to defend myself. “Well, hang on,” I said, “let me explain.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you fully explain the plan before you left?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    “We needed a workable plan,” I countered. “We need to be able to alter an active portal into a Hell portal on the fly in order for this to work. Be pissed if you want, but I had to do it.” 
 
    “And what is the plan, exactly?” Melody asked. She hovered down to eye level with me, cutting between me and the other girls. “It’s not some half-baked bullshit, is it?” 
 
    “It’s hardly a quarter baked,” I confessed, “but it’ll work. The broad strokes are this: we need to fake a moment of weakness. If we’re just ambling about the cosmos, they’ll know something’s up, but if we seem weak and desperate, they may come.” 
 
    Chelsea nodded, as this no doubt sounded familiar to her. 
 
    “What if they don’t?” Carmilla asked. “What if they just send someone else to deal with us?” 
 
    I smirked. It was a good point, but I wasn’t worried about it. “The thing is, at this point, I don’t believe they’d trust anyone but themselves to deal with us. And they still believe they’re unbeatable—at the very least, they wouldn’t think we have some kind of method to defeat them already.” 
 
    “They know you’re in league with the Elder Gods,” Chelsea pointed out. “They may be cautious because of that.” 
 
    I frowned and felt my stomach turn. “That’s true. But what we need is bait.” 
 
    “You need Styria,” Carmilla said, her voice devoid of obvious emotion. 
 
    I looked at her in surprise. “Well, no—” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “Liam, you do. She’s what they want. Not a final battle with you—they’re happy to wait for that. They want our daughter, and the only surefire way to lure them is with her.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Dahlia asked calmly. 
 
    “Whatever plan you have—lose it,” Carmilla stated plainly. “There’s only one thing that’ll work.” 
 
    I glared at her, balling my fists. “We’re not putting Styria in the line of fire,” I said. “Non-negotiable.” 
 
    Carmilla glowered at me solemnly, meeting my gaze with her own fiery one. “Liam, snap out of your paternal bullshit. I love Styria, too—more than anything. But if we want to win this fight and give her a meaningful future, we have to put everything on the line—including her.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re saying this,” I said, my face a mask of surprise. I looked over at the others and noted their conspicuous silence. “Someone else say something. Tell her she’s wrong.” 
 
    There was a prolonged pause, but finally Dahlia spoke. “She’s not wrong, though, Liam—the worst thing that can happen to Styria is she becomes an all-powerful Outer God and we lose the conflict because of her. She’ll be fine. It’s us we need to worry about.” 
 
    My mouth flapped open to say something, a weak protest, but Memento cut me off. “Liam, it’s great how much you love her, and how I’m sure you wouldn’t want to risk any of us—but you need bait. You said it yourself. They won’t come for you. They don’t want you dead as much as they want to avoid you. What they want is Styria.” 
 
    “This is insanity,” I muttered. “She’s a baby.” 
 
    “She’s a baby with the power of a goddess,” Melody countered. “Liam—she’ll be alright. But the multiverse itself will collapse if we don’t do something bold.” 
 
    “We’ll wait, then,” I said, losing my resolve. “We can wait. We have time—there’s no rush. Mephiston gave me—” 
 
    Memento placed a hand on my shoulder, silencing me. I felt tears welling up in the corners of my eyes. “Liam, baby,” she said, “calm down. Take a step back. Let’s try to come up with a fresh plan that takes everything into account.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and inhaled the deepest breath of my life, blowing it over her head. I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “You’re right. I’m listening.” 
 
    Carmilla nodded. She took a step forward and wrapped her arms around me, giving me a surprisingly warm hug despite her cool, undead body. “Good,” she said, whispering it in my ear. She took a step back, looking at the rest of the group. “Here’s what I’m thinking.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The uncomfortable reality was that whichever universe we chose for our plan would be destroyed. That being said, we did the only sensible thing and chose one that none of us had ever been to before. We certainly weren’t saints—but it was the best we could do. 
 
    It was a habitable moon orbiting a version of Earth that seemed to look exactly like my own from where we stood on its lunar cousin. I could recognize the shape of the continents underneath the swirls of puffy clouds that covered large swaths of its surface, and Chelsea seemed to as well. 
 
    “Earth seems so pretty,” Dahlia said with a sigh, leaning her head on my shoulder. I felt the electric tingle of her touch, and it jolted me into focus. “It’s a pity about what’s going to happen to it.” 
 
    “Hopefully this will be the last universe we have to destroy,” I said, throwing an arm around her shoulder. “I feel like such a dick for sending trillions of people to their death every time we go for a transdimensional jaunt.” 
 
    No one laughed or even smiled at that remark. I knew they all felt the same. It was a big responsibility, what we were doing, and a more righteous or moral group of individuals probably couldn’t get the job done. The cost of doing business was too high to be palatable for most. It was too high for my liking, too, but I had a family to consider. I had a future I wanted to enjoy. 
 
    Carmilla stood nearby, staring up at the enormous shape of Earth as it hung there in the starlit sky. She rocked Styria in her arms, nuzzling the baby’s cheek every so often. Styria didn’t cry. She was still such a chill baby. 
 
    “Showtime,” Chelsea said from behind me. I turned to look at her, and saw her forming another swirling purple portal in the air. “Be convincing, everyone.” 
 
    I nodded and turned my attention to constructing an improvised cabin out of conjuration magic. It cost a bit of mana, but it was a sum that I could do without, and the importance of being believable was tantamount to the success of this venture. Dahlia, Melody, and Memento helped me, but Carmilla just stood by, watching as she cradled our baby. She was nervous. Too nervous to help. 
 
    “This will work,” I said. “They will come for us eventually.”  
 
    But they didn’t come. We waited hours, and then days. Did they know we were here? Could they sense us? Were they trying to pretend that nothing ever happened between us, that we could all just wait for the prescribed End of Days like nothing had ever happened? The idea that they didn’t even want Styria anymore was as alarming as it was calming—a paradoxically emotional cocktail. 
 
    That thought and many others plagued me. “What do we do now?” Memento asked after it had been close to a week. We were sitting in the living room of a home we had built entirely out of conjured materials. We had even had the time to make it look quite presentable, all things considered. “They’re not coming.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess we just live our lives and prepare for the final battle like they are.” 
 
     Chelsea shook her head. “No,” she said. “This isn’t right. They need Styria. If she grows up, and five hundred years pass, they won’t stand a chance, not with Nyarlathotep locked away in the Astral Plane.” 
 
    I shivered as I thought of my fox familiar, suffering with Nyarlathotep in his mind. I hoped that the wicked Outer God wasn’t able to inflict any undue torment on my boy. 
 
    “Then what could be keeping them?” I said at last. “We’ve been here for a while now, and we haven’t even been attacked by so much as a single Void Thing.” 
 
    Suddenly, Melody gasped. We all looked at her in confusion. “That’s it!” she said. “We’re invisible!” 
 
    “Come again?” Dahlia muttered skeptically. 
 
    “We absolutely should be attracting Void Things in a normal universe this close to some version of Earth. So why aren’t we?!” 
 
    I shrugged, but Carmilla seemed to suddenly understand. 
 
    “They can’t see us,” she guessed. “They can’t find us.” 
 
    “But they found us in Esoterica,” I said. 
 
    “No, Liam, they didn’t,” Chelsea corrected me. “They couldn’t see into a demiplane. They knew where Esoterica was because of Randy or Brian or Evelyn’s signatures or memories. They didn’t seek us out.” 
 
    “What about when they found us in my world?” I asked. 
 
    They all paused at that. That was the gaping hole in the logic. “Still,” Melody muttered. “I think they can’t see us.” 
 
    “But they could before,” I said, sure of it. “So what changed?” 
 
    Carmilla looked down at her baby. “Or what grew?” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Are you suggesting Styria is hiding us?” 
 
    “I can check,” Dahlia said, stepping toward Carmilla and the baby. She outstretched her arms and took Styria in her firm grasp, clutching the child to her breast. 
 
    Dahlia muttered an incantation I recognized—a magic detection spell, pretty rudimentary stuff, but it was her specialty. It was a form of Divination. 
 
    She gasped. “It’s true,” she said. “She’s cast a shroud over us so wide and encompassing that it’s a wonder I’m perceiving its end even now.” 
 
    I laughed. “Damn. That’s impressive. That’s one useful baby.” 
 
    “Her main other uses are pissing and crapping,” Melody said, which earned a glare from Carmilla and me. 
 
    Dahlia nodded, passing the child back to her mother. “I can work with this. A simple dispelling charm ought to do the trick.” 
 
    “Well hold on,” I said, making eye contact with each of them one by one. “Are we sure about this?” 
 
    Carmilla rolled her eyes. “Liam—no cold feet. This is the plan.” 
 
    I nodded. “Does everyone feel that way?” 
 
    Weak grunts from everyone, but they all signaled the same thing—this was happening. It was too late to turn back. 
 
    I sighed, letting out a hot breath of anxiety, and accepted it. “Okay, then,” I said, nodding at the starchild sorceress. “Do your thing, Dolly.” 
 
    I felt the lunar air shift around me as soon as Dahlia started muttering those fateful words. “D’thkarn Y’kulth!” We had been living in a shroud for so long that we hadn’t even noticed the effect it had on the world around us. With the spell broken, our little home on the moon became suddenly more vibrantly colorful—and the blanket of Styria’s protection was gone. 
 
    The child’s eyes opened wide with a look of awareness far beyond her age. She looked around in panic, inspiring me to do the same. 
 
    Instantly, purple and green cuts in the fabric of reality started to rip and crack open at its cosmic seams. From these shining fissures in the universe, black many-eyed tentacles emerged, dripping blasphemous muck and filth as they hungrily sought us. 
 
    A singular crack was red, though, and that one opened far wider and more gaping than the others. I recognized its energy, the way it looked—the way it felt. My neck prickled as I felt my eyes bulge wide open, straining my eyelids and creasing my forehead as my grip on my wand tightened to the point where I felt the joints in my hands crack. 
 
    Two figures emerged—I recognized them from the power they gave off, but that power, and their appearance, was far more monstrous, far less like my friends than the last time I’d seen them. Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath were here. 
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   Y ou might imagine that there was some manner of verbal confrontation between us, that Yog-Sothoth might have started monologuing like a supervillain in a cartoon movie; I’ll confess that I half-expected it, but that isn’t what happened. For better or worse, they spared us those tropes and immediately took the offensive. 
 
    The Earth in the lunar sky in front of us was engulfed in creeping shadows as more and more Void Things broke through the veil and tore this universe apart. I didn’t know how they’d perverted the creatures of the Void to this extent, but it was beside the point—it was happening, and time was limited. 
 
    It was showtime. “Chelsea, open a portal! We have to get out of here!” 
 
    Yog-Sothoth appeared as a conglomeration of pulsating iridescent orbs with tiny dots like pupils in their centers. They pressed up against the inner walls of their glass-like containment spheres, seemingly staring at me—until they spotted Carmilla, holding Styria. 
 
    Chelsea did what she does, extending her hand and letting purple streams of sparks and mystical energy spew forth, coalescing into a throbbing magical gateway. If you looked at it squinting, you could see through to the other side. You could see Esoterica. 
 
    Shub-Niggurath had taken on a more gargantuan, more monstrous form: a bipedal creature with a single eye on the side of its leathery-slick body, a deep and unnerving purple that stung to stare at for too long. Its mouth pointed skyward, positioned at the top of its head, and tentacles surrounded its gaping, slobbering maw on all sides. 
 
    Despite her monstrous appearance, she didn’t resort to brutality—she used magic, or something quite like it. From the tips of her tentacles, a hypnotic, repetitive flash pulsed, drawing all our eyes. Melody, perhaps due to her ghostly status, remained unaffected. 
 
    “Thun’ta’ri Fh’ta!” she shouted, waving her broadsword with elegant strokes. An azure wave of beams cascaded from the tip of the blade originating at the hilt where Melody’s palm gripped the weapon. When her spell made contact with the tentacle Shub-Niggurath was using, it appeared to have a neutralizing effect. 
 
    With that, we all shook ourselves free of the charm that had rendered us still. Chelsea stood by the open portal, waving us in. “Come on!” she said. “You need to move!” 
 
    “I’ll hold them off!” Dahlia shouted. “Get through the portal!” 
 
    Dahlia muttered something ancient and filled with hate, seizing possession of all the Void Things within range. They suddenly ignored us and stopped what they were doing, stopped ripping apart this reality, to turn their focus on the Outer Gods. 
 
    The Outer Gods offered no comment as they were entangled in her many tentacles, and after a moment, it was plain to see why—with something like a single flex or throb of their bulbous, weirdly shaped forms, the tentacles attempting to restrain them erupted into black goop that covered everyone from head to toe. It even spattered Carmilla and Styria, making the poor baby cry. 
 
    That got their attention. 
 
    Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath turned their focus on Styria. They lashed out at her with their own appendages, which Carmilla easily repealed on her own. But that wouldn’t do. I rushed over to help, dashing to close the gap between us. 
 
    “Get through the portal!” I shouted, echoing Chelsea’s command. I wasn’t playing. It wasn’t an act now. We really needed to get our asses out of there. I hoped that my intent carried through in my voice. 
 
    Melody was the first to get it, flying into Chelsea’s cosmic gate. I thought it was bold of her, considering what had happened the last time she made the daring decision to barrel through a portal. 
 
    My eyes darted around, but only for a moment. Carmilla was deflecting tentacles and grasping tendrils with bright, concussive flashes emitted from her ritual dagger—her spell focus of choice. She was clutching our baby in her other arm. Dahlia was gritting her teeth, still looking for more Void Things to take control of, realizing that her utility was limited at the moment. With a wave of relief, I saw her begin to make her way toward her escape. 
 
    Memento was back beside Chelsea, but had gone into full red-winged demoness form. Unfortunately, she, too, seemed to be clueless about what to do. It’s not that their spells were useless, or that they were defenseless—far from it. It’s that every second we drew this out, we put Styria in greater danger and jeopardized our actual intent. 
 
    “Go!” I shouted one last time. With that, Memento and Dahlia followed Melody’s lead, turning tail and breaking into a sprint to get to the portal. I could sense the Outer Gods attempting to do something, but it didn’t work—our own protections, shields, and powers were too much for them to do their usual tricks. 
 
    At one point or another in my wizarding career, one of these cosmic deities could have snapped its gooey pseudo-fingers and seen me reduced to so much blood and bone in the dirt. Now, though, we were much closer to a standstill in power than they would have liked to admit. In fact, I came out on top. 
 
    Just as that smug thought entered my brain, Carmilla turned her back—a miscalculation. I saw it. A sharp-tipped tendril she should have continued to parry or deflect made its way toward her. I reached out with my wand to vaporize it, but it was too fast, or I was too slow—maybe both. The end result was that the spear-like tip of the appendage went straight through Carmilla’s heart from her back, and I watched the red light in her irises flicker out so that all that was left was black. 
 
    She crumbled to her knees, gazing in my direction as I continued to run toward her, unable to do anything but run for her, heedless of whatever projectiles or spells might have been on their path to me. She mouthed the name of our daughter, who was still held in one of her arms, and forced herself to crumble onto her side to protect Styria from her own body weight. 
 
    I shouted her name. Shock filled me first. Shock, and something else, a feeling I couldn’t even name. It was so far beyond anger or hatred that it bore no name. The indescribability of what they’d done—I was speechless, shattered, and utterly confused. The same tendril that impaled the woman I loved—the first woman I had met in my life as a sorcerer… Carmilla, my confidant, the mother of my firstborn child—my Integration Assistant—that same fucking tendril had the gall to wrap itself around my daughter. 
 
    I was about to speak an incantation so dark and powerful that it would have ripped their bodies to pieces—but I didn’t have to. As Styria was pulled through the air by Shub-Niggurath’s grasping limb, a wave of explosive energy rippled out of her with a violent cry—red and black magic, the color of her and her mother’s eyes. The effect was instantaneous; the Outer Gods and all the Void Things that had managed to make their way back to us since the ones under Dahlia’s control had been destroyed started screaming. The cacophony of sounds was so horrific I felt my mind, barricaded though it was against such things, being lashed and torn at as readily as though it were wet paper. The sounds of the Outer Gods’ pain was enough to shatter a mortal’s connection to reality. 
 
    Styria was unfazed. 
 
    She started plummeting from her place high in the air as the Outer God let go of her. I forced myself to bear the pain of their howls and dove to catch her as she fell. Styria landed in my arms, and I almost smiled, but the memory of what had happened to her mother was still fresh, and the wetness of Carmilla’s blood still dotted our child’s face. 
 
    I looked back at the Outer Gods—what Styria had done, momentarily causing them pain, was enough. I thought about wearing the crown and punishing them further, but I was afraid of how reckless I’d become with Styria in my arms and hate filling me to the brim. In that moment, I realized it was time I stopped leaning on the crown. 
 
    The Outer Gods were still in an agonized stupor. They would shake themselves out of it and, hopefully, pursue. I didn’t need to fight. 
 
    I need to get out of here, I thought. I need to get Styria and Carmilla out of here. Forget the crown. Now and forever. Forget it. 
 
    I ran for the portal and scooped Carmilla’s body up under my other arm, hating myself for not being able to hold her the way she deserved to be held. I didn’t have the time to think of a magical solution for this. I only had time to run and pray that the plan wasn’t already a total wash. 
 
    I dashed into the portal, letting its purpleness surround me like an electric cocoon. My heart throbbed in my chest as I felt Carmilla’s cold body under my arm as I tumbled through the corridor of Chelsea’s gateway toward Esoterica. I didn’t see Chelsea go in—I’d been distracted—but she had, and we were the last to make it inside. 
 
    Well, hopefully not the very last. 
 
    I looked behind me, toward the entrance I’d come through. I couldn’t see them, but I could still sense the Outer Gods on the other side. They were staring, considering their options. Would they pursue? As far as they knew, they had us on the run. 
 
    After a few minutes, I fell through the other side of the portal, landing in the circle of standing stones back at Esoterica. Dahlia, Chelsea, Melody, and Memento were all waiting there. They smiled when they saw me, but those smiles vanished fast when they saw Carmilla under my arm. 
 
    Dolly rushed forward first, tears already glittering down her face. 
 
    “Carri!” she screamed, rushing to take her from me. “Carri, say something!” 
 
    “She’s dead,” I said, choking on the words. The worst words I’d ever said. 
 
    “No,” Melody said, shaking her head. “No! We can—we can make her a ghost, like me! Do you remember the spell? You have the Headmistress’s memories; I bet she does!” 
 
    I looked at her with such pain. “Melody, she was already undead,” I said. “I don’t think it’d work.” 
 
    “You’re a Necromancer!” Memento said. “Hell, so am I! We have to do something!” 
 
    I took a deep breath and handed Styria to Memento. “You’re right. But—” 
 
    Suddenly the portal behind me started humming. I turned my head to see it spark violently. 
 
    “They’re coming,” Chelsea said. “This is still a win. They’re taking the bait. Let’s do this first—then we’ll figure out how to save Carmilla.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right,” I said, though I was broken. 
 
    I reached out my hand and cast the spell that Memento’s father had entrusted me with, linking this spot, the center of these standing stones, forever to his domain. A new portal opened, this one of my making, and it sprang out from my hand all at once as a spinning orb of crimson power. I placed it right in front of the exit of Chelsea’s portal so that it would be impossible to exit one without entering the other. 
 
    “Everyone do the incantation!” Melody shouted. “Dull their senses as they emerge!” 
 
    We all started muttering the same magic words, targeting the blasphemous energy that was about to leap out of Chelsea’s portal. By confusing those inside, we hoped we could diminish their intuition about the trap they were headed into, making them continue to charge forward without question. I felt something in my stomach as the spell took effect, and I knew it worked. 
 
    For the split second that they exited the portal, I felt Esoterica shudder—but that shudder gave way to a breath of fresh air as I watched the Outer Gods fall right into our trap, tumbling directly into the portal to Perdition. 
 
    I let out a hot breath of something that should have been a relief, but it was just pain. I caressed Carmilla’s hair one last time as her body lay in Dahlia’s lap. Then, I turned my back on the girls and faced the portal. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Memento’s voice came back firmly. “Liam, no.” 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I repeated, looking into her solid red eyes, glimmering like rubies. “I promise.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Melody asked. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m going to say goodbye to Uther—and finish this once and for all.” 
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   I  promised myself that this would be the last time I visited the Pit in the foreseeable future. One thing you could say for Perdition was that it didn’t change. Every time I returned, my eyes beheld the same unspeakable terrors and acts of visceral torment that I had witnessed the last time. But this time, things were different. 
 
    By the time I’d arrived, the Outer Gods had already left their mark on the particular Hell dimension I’d sent them to. The predictable, standard hues of red and ash gray were replaced with a multitude of colors too strange to name—colors I’d only witnessed once before, back in Azathoth’s lair at the Center of the Universe. 
 
    Back then, I had jumped head first into a portal that very well could have been a front seat to the end of all creation. I couldn’t afford to be that careless this time. 
 
    “I am the gate,” bellowed a familiar dark chorus of voices. Hints of Brian’s voice were no longer detectable in that eldritch cacophony. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I saw two heaping piles of ooze and noxious miasma. No eyes—no tentacles. All that they appeared to be were shapeless mounds of roiling, convulsing goop. 
 
    I glared up at those towering piles with a look of calculated pity. I hoped they could see how unimpressed I was. I hoped they could detect it on my face. “Welcome to your new home,” I said. I cringed at the cliché line, but it was apt. 
 
    “I—I am the gate!” Yog-Sothoth bellowed. Shub-Niggurath only screamed—it was the closest word I had for the strange sound she made. 
 
    I cast an Aura Detection spell with a few words. Evelyn’s soul was still in there—fractured, perhaps, but present. “I would like to take back my friend now,” I said, raising my wand. 
 
    But I felt a steaming hot hand touch my shoulder before I could utter an incantation or even think it in my mind. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Liam,” said the cool, dark voice of Memento’s father. “I am happy to take it from here.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw, scorning him for the interruption. “They murdered my girl.” 
 
    His mouth opened in a look that seemed almost to be one of surprise, just short of a gasp. “You don’t mean—” 
 
    I shook my head and cut him off. “No—Carmilla. You don't know her, but she died in the battle.” 
 
    “Not quite,” he said, his eyes regarding the masses of ooze in front of us. They were formless, hideous things, pooling together, losing their shape. They started soaking into the floor of the pit. 
 
    I glanced around to see exactly where we were. We were outside the Spiked Citadel, which explained how Mephiston had found his way to me so quickly. The horrible sights all around were almost nostalgic at this point, and I found myself wishing their terrors upon my foes as they lay before me, shapeless amoebas, utterly defeated. 
 
    “Not quite?” I asked him without turning my gaze back to the demon. 
 
    He hummed or grunted something, and I felt his hand fall off my shoulder. “I can sense her aura on you.” It was all he said. I waited for more, but nothing came. 
 
    “No offers?” I asked. Being an Efreeti demon, a sort of demonic genie and deal-maker devil, I expected him to jump right on that. I was actually disappointed he didn’t. “Make me an offer. Let’s hear it, come on.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “No need for any bargains this time.” He pointed at the mound of formless goo that reacted to the energy of the Pit like ferrous liquid to a magnet, pricking outward with thousands of little tendrils that flailed impotently at the air. He was pointing at Shub-Niggurath, with what was left of Evelyn still inside. “That one possesses residual soul energy. As a favor for Memento, I’ll restore Carmilla to you using her essence.” 
 
    “You would do that?” I asked. It was a foregone conclusion that I would accept such an offer. Evelyn’s broken, shattered soul for Carmilla returned to me? In a heartbeat, yes, a thousand times yes. And yet—yet I knew it was wrong. A true devil’s bargain, and one that I would have to keep secret. I would hate myself for it, but not nearly as much as I’d hate myself for letting Carmilla expire, failing to bring her back when I had the chance. 
 
    “I will—no catch. One time offer, though.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” I said, nodding with feverish urgency. I whipped my body around to face him and offered my hand. With a knowing smirk, amused at the desperation in my eyes, perhaps, he clasped his fingers around mine, taking me in a tight grip. I felt the energy of the devil’s bargaining magic take hold, but this time the effect was not within me but outside of me. Something, somewhere had happened. “Don’t tell Memento—or anyone—about this.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me with a wry, closed-mouth grin. “Fine,” he said, “Demon-client confidentiality. But they’ll know something is up when she wakes up from the sleep of death like nothing happened.” 
 
    My shoulders tensed as I processed the lie I would have to tell. “Leave that to me,” I said. “I can figure that out on my own.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” he droned back with a disinterested nod. “You’ve done me a great favor today, Liam. Hell—I don’t really need the deal I made with you anymore.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “You’re going to cancel it?” 
 
    He laughed. “I didn’t say that—it’s still on. I just don’t need it anymore, what with all the blessings these blobs of blasphemous energy will grant me. Give me a few lifetimes and I’ll be running all the Hells in the multiverse.” 
 
    I grimaced at that. Had this been a terrible mistake? “I hope you plan to turn things around for the better,” I grunted. 
 
    “For the better for me, yes,” he chuckled. Noticing my expression, he went on. “Oh, don’t give me that look—you had plenty of time to think about the possible consequences of your bargain. Relax, Liam. The changes on this side of the train tracks are very unlikely to affect you. Well… not for another five hundred years, anyway.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, breathing out a sigh of defeat. It was worth it in the end, I decided. “There’s one more thing I have to do, though—before I go.” 
 
    He nodded. “Nyarlathotep is still possessing your familiar.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised he knew. He seemed to know a lot, and given the power of the handshake we’d just shared, I knew he had gained even more insight than he had last time. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’d like to unload Nyarlathotep on you.” 
 
    “I’d certainly appreciate it,” he said. Our eyes both watched Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath flailing weakly, their mounds diminishing into tiny piles of ooze—tiny, potent piles. A few lesser devils—one I recognized as Mephiston’s assistant—came to collect the Outer Gods into jars that seemed to have been specially prepared for such an occasion. 
 
    As the devils left us alone, I found myself wondering if there was a better place for what I was about to do. “Can we go somewhere else?” I asked. 
 
    “Here is as good—or bad—as anywhere,” he said, his hands gesturing broadly at the surrounding infernal hellscape. 
 
    I frowned. “Is there anywhere more private?” I asked. 
 
    He groaned an impatient sigh, but placed a hand on my shoulder. “Alright, then,” he said. “Have it your way.” 
 
    In a flash, we were in a dark chamber. The sudden change in scenery momentarily dizzied me, but I adapted quickly enough, rubbing my eyes and grunting as I got acclimated. The room was dark and unlit, but I could still see into the darkness to some extent, thanks to my own powers, and I made out a wide variety of creative and obscene devices designed solely for the purpose of torture. I recognized each machine in the room from personal experience. 
 
    “Brings back memories, doesn’t it?” Mephiston chuckled. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes,” I said. I shuddered at the gloomy, sickly recollections my mind forced on me. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “By all means,” said Mephiston. He took a seat on top of a torture rack that was still soaked in day-old blood. 
 
    I tried not to think about whose it might have been. Instead, I closed my eyes and called out to my companion. “Uther,” I said. “Are you out there?” 
 
    Uther is no more, roared back the slithering voice of Nyarlathotep. He is as dead as you shall be when I have you in my grasp. 
 
    Now’s your chance, big fella, I thought, broadcasting that taunt psychically to the remaining Outer God. Come and get me, ya bitch. 
 
    I summoned Uther to me, knowing full well that what came would not be my familiar. I tried to ready myself for whatever I’d see, but my mental preparations—all of them—fell short. 
 
    Uther did appear—at least, it was his body—but extra black sinewy legs and inky tentacles jutted out of him in unnatural, illogical places. There was an eye the size of my head on his enormous back, and several other extra eyes on his face. His jaw was split into two like he had two maws, each with its own tongue and monstrous rows of sharp teeth. 
 
    “I’m sorry, buddy,” I said. A tear smoldered its way down my cheek as I clenched the wand in my hand. The horrific combination of Nyarlathotep, Randy, and Uther gaped at me, mostly still. I gaped back—also still. “I’m so fucking sorry.” 
 
    It’s alright, he said. For a moment, I heard his voice in my head. This is still a win, Liam. You did it. 
 
    “I don’t want to do it without you,” I answered him, feeling my knees grow unsteady as I stared back. I wanted to close my eyes, to deny what I was seeing, what was happening. 
 
    Liam—it’s alright. This is the only way. 
 
    “He’s right,” Mephiston said behind me. He was far from choked up, but he didn’t gloat, nor did he smirk even as he saw his final prize staring him in the face. “This is truly the best way.” 
 
    “Will you torment him?” I asked, half-ready to lash out if he said yes. 
 
    “I hardly see the point. No—his soul will be broken off from Nyarlathotep and cast back into the Astral Plane once I begin my work.” 
 
    I allowed my hopes to flare up. Did that mean what I thought it meant? “What the fuck are you saying?! Can we save Uther?” 
 
    “We can,” he said, nodding, “but—he will likely lose his connection to you. He’ll be a million universes away, unbonded, unreachable—but he’ll live.” 
 
    I looked back at Uther—looking less and less like himself the longer we stood here. His body continuously mutated, going from white to black with more tentacles emerging, more eyes opening up across his body. New mouths appeared in nonsensical locations, each slobbering, groaning, even whispering as we delayed. 
 
    “Uther,” I said, speaking it aloud. “I love you, buddy. Thank you for being my friend.” 
 
    Goodbye, Liam.  
 
    Goodbye. The finality of that word practically tore me to pieces. But I knew I had to return it. I swallowed a lump of stinging pain that throbbed in my throat as tears streamed freely down my face. “Goodbye.” 
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   I  suppose this will probably be the last entry in my memoirs. I don’t see much reason to continue them beyond this point. Everything contained in these four volumes is, to the best of my memory—which, thanks to psychic powers, is pretty reliable—exactly what transpired in my life leading up to my ultimate retirement into life as Headmaster of Esoterica for a new generation of sorcerers. 
 
    True to Mephiston’s word, Carmilla was alive and well when I returned. I embraced her, still weeping for Uther, but also overwhelmed with emotion to see Carmilla alive and able to kiss me again. I said it was a gift from Mephiston. I told them Evelyn and Brian were both too far gone. To be honest? Part of me thought that if I did tell them the truth, not a single one of them would have faulted me for it. Evelyn was a friend. Carmilla was family. 
 
    After that, things got better. The first thing we did was blast our way into the hidden rooms underneath the dormitory where we found a treasure trove of Elder Orbs and other magical artifacts that made the next year or so extremely easy. 
 
    Eventually, I waged a war against the Great Old Ones, traveling across the multiverse, slaying avatar after avatar out of a combination of spite and ambition. Thanks to the Elder Orbs I harvested from this bloodthirsty campaign, Esoterica grew beyond its original borders, becoming something of a world unto itself. I could foresee cities, one day, if that’s what we wanted, but for now I was happy just to have a home. 
 
    Within a few years, my harem became an actual family. Styria grew quickly, looking more like her mother every single day. By age three she was a force to be reckoned with in her own right—it was unnerving, if I’m being entirely honest, but I was proud of her nonetheless. I liked to call her my little monster. 
 
    But the other women in my harem gave me children as well, and I loved them just as unrelentingly. Memento and I had a little girl named Scarlet. Thankfully, she wasn’t born with horns—they started sprouting a few days later. I could only imagine what the birthing would have been like with pointy ram horns to contend with. Speaking of the birthing, none of the girls went through the same drama that Carmilla had to endure, but Melody’s was the weirdest. One day her baby just flew right out of her. 
 
    Anyway, back to Scarlet. Scarlet was a curious little girl, and unlike Styria, she didn’t manifest an insane level of magical powers at birth. In fact, the only power she had that really stood out was the occasional tendency to cough or burp fireballs. The first time we found out about it, Dahlia was holding Scarlet in her arms, cooing over how adorable she was. A plume of flame erupted from Scarlet’s adorable face as she belched, lighting Dahlia’s eyebrows on fire. 
 
    Thankfully, singed eyebrows are an easy fix for a mage of Esoterica. 
 
    Speaking of Dahlia, she bore my only son—Dorian. His eyes were a mix of mine and his mother’s—he had normal white eyes with brown irises, but his pupils sparkled a little bit too much to be normal. He also had ghost-white, silvery hair that was probably inherited from his mother, though, to be fair, my hair was white as well, just not for genetic reasons. 
 
    Somehow, defying all logistical challenges, Melody, too, conceived a child. Our daughter together was a little brat with naturally curly blue hair. Melody insisted we name her Harmony “for the laughs.” There was nothing harmonious about that child, though. She was demanding, rude, noisy, and cried at the drop of a hat, but she was my little girl and I loved her to pieces. What made her unique was that she could phase in and out of both modes from birth—corporeal/human (albeit with wispy, floaty blue hair) and ghostly. We generally knew who she wanted to be held by based on which of those modes she was in at any given time. 
 
    By far the biggest surprise was the birth of Chelsea’s daughters. The catgirl gave birth to an entire litter of catgirl babies that we named after each of the seasons back on Earth: Autumn, Winter, Spring, and Summer. They were mostly identical except for a few minor facial details and the color of their fur and hair. They aged fast—like, crazy fast. Within a few years, they looked like they were twelve years old, and they could speak fluently within twenty-four hours after being born. 
 
    I remember the awkwardness of that first conversation—Autumn approached me, already walking on her own after less than a day of being alive, and asked me in a complete sentence, “Daddy, would you mind picking me up?” 
 
    Blew my fucking mind. 
 
    The kids were a handful, for sure, but they made every day worth living to the fullest. Everything I did, I did for them and their mothers. At least, that’s what I told myself. 
 
    We worked hard to get Esoterica back to its former glory, each of us acting in the role of professor, Rescuer, and Integration Assistant, not to mention other roles on campus. We shared the burden equally, and within those three years, all of us had brought in at least a few dozen new students, bringing the number of residents at Esoterica to something approaching what it had been during our original tenure here. 
 
    One day, we would have new professors, and be able to truly rebuild and create a self-sustaining Esoterica. We would be able to expand the campus and the demiplane itself, creating new communities of sorcerers, those who travel the Dreamlands, and those who know the Elder Gods. 
 
    I was so grateful for everything I had. I knew I was blessed, and I was living an incredible life with a harem of beautiful women and adorable and promising children to carry on my legacy when I was gone in half a millennium. And yet something still rankled. 
 
    Uther was out there—he was still alive. Several times I thought back to that textbook I had read about familiars on my first day at school in Esoterica. I considered performing the summoning ritual again—maybe with Carmilla’s help, for old times’ sake. But I knew that whatever familiar came to me, it wouldn’t be him. It wouldn’t be Uther. 
 
    The act of summoning anything but my fluffy boy felt like a total betrayal. I wouldn’t abide by it. And, sooner or later, I knew I’d have to try to find him. One day I was sure we would be reunited. How big could the Astral Plane be, anyway? And how hard could it be for a Harem-Magus to navigate? 
 
    I guess we’ll just have to find out. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4-25 
 
    Epilogue: Carmilla’s Letter 
 
    Dear Liam, 
 
    This is my daily psychic broadcast to you—I hope I’m reaching you at a good time. From your last message, it sounded like you were making decent progress on your journey. I hope you can come home to visit soon. I know you’re busy, but we miss you here, and the kids haven’t seen you in more than a week. They’re getting antsy. I’m worried you’ll miss Styria’s twelfth birthday. She keeps asking for the crown. I keep telling her to ask you. You’d better not say yes. 
 
    On paper, not all that much happened this week. That boy with all the burns from that Shoggoth mission a few months back, Aldon Murphy, he’s doing really well. I remember you liked him. I agree, he’s got some promise—he also seems to have way more of a moral compass than most of the people that come through here. He’s no Harem-Magus by any means, but he’s creative in a pinch and has a solid command of a lot of basic forms of magic. None of that’s news, though.  
 
    The reason I bring up Aldon is that Winter has been watching him a bit too closely, and frankly that has Chelsea slightly concerned because they’re both so young. Aldon doesn’t even really know she exists yet—your daughter is a full-on stalker at this point. Probably there’s nothing to worry about, but maybe you could talk to her when you get back? Autumn and Summer are still training in Bast’s temple. Chelsea says Autumn is a little overachiever. She’s been studying her portal powers very carefully. Summer is lazy, though. Spring is spending this week in the demiplane known as Lusteria. One day we’ll have to visit ourselves. 
 
    You’ll be happy to know that Melody’s brat agreed to stop haunting the dorms. Harmony’s reign of terror has come to an end, and all it cost us was a promise to get her a broadsword spell focus like her mother’s when she starts manifesting her powers. Frankly, I fear that day, but for now I’m enjoying peaceful nights free of screams from the student residences. The other downside, though, is Harmony makes Melody read her excerpts from H.P. Lovecraft’s journal, which is never fun for anyone except the brat. 
 
    Memento took the week off to visit Mephiston in the Pit while you’re gone. She’s trying hard to forgive him for everything that happened—and, honestly, I’m not so sure that she should. Still, Mephiston seems to be quite a doting grandpa. Scarlet always comes back with new toys made from human bones. Mephiston himself, I suppose, has more time on his hands now, being the King of Perdition. I still think you might be able to shake him down to Void your contract with him while keeping the lifespan boost. You did give him his granddaughter, after all. Something to consider. 
 
    Dahlia and Dorian are doing well. Dahlia begged me to tell you how much she misses you, and she falsely and brazenly insists that it’s more than I do. Dorian is a bit more relaxed on the subject, as you might have guessed. The one interesting thing going on with him, though, is that today he started manifesting some Void-based powers like his mommy, though they seem a bit wilder. He turned into a tentacle monster and ate a new student. It was a whole thing. We apologized to the other students, and they were fine with it after a while because the guy he ate was kind of a dick. Still, definitely gotta get that under control. 
 
    There is one other thing I wanted to mention. I hate to end this on a dark note, but—it’s happening again. I keep seeing Evelyn’s face in my head when I rest. I don’t sleep, but still… in quiet moments, she’s there, screaming out for me, or sometimes for you. She sounds… angry. I think part of her is in me. I don’t feel like it’s a message from beyond. More like a message from… within? Liam, I think she’s inside me somehow. 
 
    I’ve been thinking about how or why that could possibly be the case, and I keep drawing a blank. The only thing that comes to mind is that you defeated Shub-Niggurath in Hell right when I died. Mephiston, he gifted my resurrection to you for free. I remember when you told us that—even Memento seemed surprised. I can’t help but wonder if it really had a cost with it—maybe one he kept from you. Maybe he… 
 
    Forget it. I’m just being paranoid. Just bad… dreams, or something. Maybe I’ve been drinking some funky blood, or maybe it’s just old guilt manifesting itself because we couldn’t save her. It still stings sometimes. Randy, Brian, Evelyn, Devon—so many friends gone. So many dead bodies. 
 
    Ughh. I’m sorry. I promised myself I wouldn’t end on a downer, and I’m doing it again. Anyway, I am glad it sounds like you’ve made some progress in your search. I hope you find him any day now. Even if you don’t, though, please have Chelsea bring you home to visit soon. Everyone here misses you, and if Styria doesn’t get her hug from daddy in a few days, she might just blow up the demiplane. 
 
    Sending all my love. 
 
    Oh, and Dahlia’s too. Also Memento’s, and Melody’s. Tell Chelsea we say hi. 
 
    Your wife, 
 
    Carmilla 
 
    Turn the page to leave an anonymous star rating to show your support! A review would be even better! 
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