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Prologue

“Congratulations,” the lawyer said. “The house is yours.”

The young man stared at the contract in front of him on the table, his mouth slightly ajar. The lawyer, a genial, balding and portly man in his mid-fifties sitting at the desk across from him, tapped his pen against the side of the mahogany desk like he was trying to signal his client back to the present moment. He coughed.

“There must be some mistake,” the young man said, shaking his head. “I don’t deserve a house! I didn’t even know my grandfather…”

The lawyer chuckled. “It’s not about what you deserve, son. You get what you deserve in the next world. Here, you get the law. And the law says this”—here he tapped the contract once more—“is all yours.”

The young man sitting across from the lawyer wore an ill-fitting black suit—the kind so cheap it shone.

His name was Caleb Holdstock, and just over an hour ago, he and the lawyer had been shaking hands and meeting each other for the first time at the funeral of his grandfather, Gene Holdstock.

The lawyer had been Gene’s attorney for almost as many decades as he had fingers on his right hand, and the fine office in which he sat was testament to how well and faithfully he’d assisted his clients.

The air was redolent with the scents of sandalwood and whiskey. The lawyer never drank, but he had one of the secretaries spray a special perfume into the office once every couple of days. It was the kind of thing his clients expected—especially the young ones.

And this kid was most certainly young. College aged, if he had to guess, and not close to getting his degree.

“I understand it’s a lot to take in,” the lawyer said. He leaned forward, projecting an aura of confidence. “Let me put it this way, son. You’re far from the first person to get an unexpected inheritance from a relative. A lot of times, men want to make sure their family members get off on the right foot, even if they didn’t know them very well. You get me?”

Caleb nodded, barely listening. There were dark bags beneath his eyes, and while he’d combed his hair and put on a decent show for the funeral, the lawyer could tell his client was exhausted. Rough flight, he thought.

“I know,” Caleb said. He straightened up in his seat with a sigh, some of the weariness dropping from his face. “Believe me, I heard them whispering at Grandad’s funeral. I think you could hear it, too.”

He had. Gene Holdstock had been a bear of a man, the sort you expected to find standing behind the counter of a greasy diner rather than making deals as the CEO of a major corporation. His grandson, on the other hand, was a beanpole. He had his grandad’s height—if the lawyer had to guess, he was either six foot three or a hair below it—but he couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred and forty pounds. He didn’t look like Gene’s chosen heir, and the other people at the funeral hadn’t been shy about gossiping about it.

Why’d you do this, Gene? the lawyer wondered. This poor kid has no idea what he’s getting into.

But then again, neither did he.

In all the years the lawyer had done Gene Holdstock’s bidding, he’d met the man in any number of unsavory locations. But the one place he’d never been summoned was Gene’s cabin. What he called his ‘mountain mansion’—the very same property he’d tossed over to this barely known, out of the way branch of the family tree.

Never ever, the lawyer thought. It’s like that fairytale, about the rich guy with the room in his house he never lets his wives see. As long as they don’t go into the room, everything’s fine—but they always do. Eventually.

Real life wasn’t like the folktales. The lawyer had never felt the slightest temptation to peek into his client’s personal business. Not even now, when said client was in a coffin being lowered six feet into the ground.

Even under these circumstances, the lawyer wasn’t sure he wanted to risk the wrath of Gene Holdstock.

“It’s a hell of a value,” the lawyer said, trying to prod young Caleb from his thoughts. This was the final, perfunctory task of a final, perfunctory day, and as soon as he completed it, the lawyer could go home and put his feet up. He was trying to be nice to the boy, for old Mr. Holdstock’s sake, but Caleb wasn’t the only member of the funeral party who was exhausted.

Suddenly Caleb perked up. The lawyer had known the mention of money would. “Value? You mean if I sold it?”

The lawyer cleared his throat. He’d anticipated this part as well. “Why, yes, young man. The demand is high right now for out of the way real estate, as you know, with all the fluctuations in the market right now and the general state of unpleasantness in the world. And Wolfe’s Hollow—that’s the little town down the road from your grandfather’s mansion, see—is a town that’s been growing rapidly over the last few years. A savvy investor could make a bundle selling a property like that—”

Caleb shook his head. Suddenly there was steel in his backbone. “I’m not going to sell it. I’m going to live in it and remodel it.”

Huh. Maybe Gene knew something he didn’t.

“House flipping can be very profitable,” the lawyer said, changing his tone. “But it’s definitely a young man’s game. Lots of work involved in things of that nature, Mr. Holdstock.”

“I’m aware,” Caleb said. He sounded almost excited by the prospect. “It’s what I’m going to school for, actually. It’s actually… it’s actually why I’m so freaked out by this contract, to tell you the truth.”

Hmm? The lawyer felt his brows furrowing. The scent of sandalwood was starting to get to him; he’d have to ask the secretary to change whatever she sprayed in his office the next time she was in. Maybe a nice cinnamon.

“What’s wrong?” the lawyer asked, leaning forward.

Caleb gathered his thoughts before he spoke. “It’s just that I’ve been hoping for something exactly like this,” he said, looking up at the lawyer. “A house like this… it’s exactly the chance I’ve been wanting. For a long while. You understand what I mean?”

“Then it’s all good,” the lawyer said with a broad smile.

Caleb didn’t return the smile. “It feels like someone reached into my head, found my wish, and granted it,” he said, hugging himself.

“Not many young men dream about renovating houses,” the lawyer blurted.

He hadn’t meant to be rude, but the young man didn’t take it like that at all. Instead, he laughed. More and more, the lawyer was starting to think that this Caleb kid maybe was Gene Holdstock’s heir, after all.

“You were at the funeral,” Caleb said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I’m assuming you saw the woman who came with me?”

Oh, he most definitely had. Cute little number, though the wheelchair spoiled that a bit. She’d clung to Caleb like the two of them were an item, but from the way the young man talked about her it was clear that they weren’t. She wanted to be, though, and if she didn’t the lawyer would have eaten a whole haberdashery’s worth of hats. He’d seen the way she looked at him when he helped her get her wheelchair up the ramp to the reception hall.

“I did make the young woman’s acquaintance,” the lawyer said in his most practiced tone. “I believe she said her name was Yui. Friend of yours?”

“Best friend,” he said. The hint of defensiveness in his tone was so faint, he probably didn’t even hear it in his own ears. “So you know she’s…?”

“Differently abled,” the lawyer finished for him. He’d learned to be diplomatic in his years on the bench.

Caleb nodded. “I’m going to school to learn how to make houses for people like her,” he said, the weary look dropping from his face. “And people with other problems, too. People our society doesn’t ever think about.”

He’d probably make a delightful house with that cute little coed. A nice little love den.

The lawyer smiled. “That’s very nice. The house comes with a small stipend as well, as I’m sure you’ve learned. It’s not a true trust fund; nothing like that, but it should give you more than enough to live on for a while. Fixing that house up ought to be easy enough…”

With that, the lawyer motioned to the contract.

Caleb seemed to snap out of a trance. The young man picked up the pen and quickly put his signature across the bottom, nodding as he finished with a flourish.

Like a fairy tale, the lawyer thought. What was that guy’s name again?

“That’s it then,” the young man said, still disbelieving. “It’s done? The house is mine?”

“Indeed it is,” the lawyer said, withdrawing the contract. He slipped it into a slender manila envelope with such quickness that both paper and envelope appeared to dissolve before Caleb’s eyes. “The property on Saltimbanque Trail is yours, young man. The funds will be transferred to the bank information you already gave my practice, and you should see them show up in your account within the next few days.” He rose from behind his desk and shook Caleb’s hand. “Congratulations. I wish it could be under better circumstances.”

“Thanks.” Caleb hesitated, as if there was something he wished to say. “About my grandfather…?”

“Mr. Holdstock?” The lawyer’s brows rose. “If you’re asking whether or not he left special instructions, I’m afraid you’ll have to check his will. It was read at the proper time, and will be filed as part of the public record within the week—”

“No, not that,” the young man said, shaking his head. “I already have a copy, anyway. It’s just that you knew him, right? Probably a whole hell of a lot better than I did.”

The lawyer did not think that anyone truly knew Gene Holdstock. Even his wives had been little more than tenants in the timeshare of his mind, as he recalled. But he smiled and nodded, the same way he would to reassure a witness in a practiced cross-examination.

“My family, they’re just… they’re kind of cagey about him,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I don’t even really know what kind of business he was in, that left him with all this stuff.”

“Your grandfather was in the import export business,” the lawyer said. The words had the well-worn feel of a scripted response. “I know you’re probably going through quite a bit right now, Caleb. If you’ll take some advice, I think you ought to slow down a bit. Really think things over before you make any rash decisions. I never knew Gene Holdstock to commit to a plan of action before thinking it over twenty or thirty times—”

A knock on the door interrupted his musings. Saved by the bell, the lawyer thought. And just in time, too.

“That would be the woman you brought with you,” the lawyer said, gesturing at the door. “Your friend.”

When the lawyer opened the door for Caleb, he found a young woman with Asian features sitting in a wheelchair in his waiting room. Her black dress was the picture of modesty, an unrelenting darkness only broken by a stark white flower on her corsage—a lily.

A symbol of rebirth, as the lawyer remembered from some magazine he’d read.

Caleb glanced down at the watch on his wrist, giving a start as he read the time. He’ll soon be able to afford a much nicer one, the lawyer thought.

“Yui! Oh geez, I’m sorry I took so long.” Caleb rubbed the back of his neck. “We’d better get going. You’re going to miss your flight if we don’t head out now.”

The young woman was already shaking her head. “I don’t care about the flight—not on a day like today,” she said, looking from Caleb to the portly form of the lawyer. “There was a weirdo in here,” she said, sounding alarmed.

The lawyer’s face betrayed no emotion, but ice filled the pit of his stomach. “What kind of weirdo?”

“He wanted to talk to Caleb,” the pretty young woman said. Her black expression told the lawyer she’d probably given the intruder a piece of her mind—he was a little surprised he hadn’t heard her yelling from the waiting room. “He wanted to buy your grandfather’s house, dude.”

Caleb made a face. “That’s insane.”

“I know, right? I was like, we just left a funeral! You can’t even wait until the body’s in the ground to start chasing dollar signs?”

“It’s not the most surprising thing in the world,” the lawyer said. “I’m sorry the man upset you, ma’am, but offers like these are hardly uncommon. With Mr. Holdstock’s bequeath a matter of public record, the more shameless members of the real estate trade are likely to be out in force…”

Unlike his companion, Caleb didn’t seem to be at all rattled by the intrusion. Another point for his being Gene’s true heir, as far as the lawyer was concerned. “That’s alright. I’m not selling it anyway,” he said. “I’m going to do exactly what I told you.”

“I know,” the young woman whispered. “It was just really, really weird. I’m glad he left before you came out here…”

The lawyer was glad as well.

He tensed up, and didn’t stop tensing until Caleb and his companion said their goodbyes and Caleb escorted Yui back down the ramp leading to the lawyer’s office’s parking lot. (Being a good lawyer, and particularly a profitable one, he was very particular about ADA compliance). It was only once he watched Caleb’s car pull out onto the road, a thin trail of exhaust spilling into the chilly afternoon air, that he finally loosened his tie and permitted himself to slump into his chair.

The stereotype is that we lie as easily as our lips move, the lawyer thought, wishing for the first time in a long time that he had a bottle of something strong in his desk. But the truth is, I hate it. I wish I could get used to it.

At least there’d only been the one lie. A lie of omission, besides.

He did have special instructions for Caleb. Or, as the note he’d received from Gene Holdstock’s estate referred to him, the heir. But after reading the note—and carefully rereading it a second, then third time—the lawyer had confined it to the limbo of his bottom desk drawer, never to be thought about again if he could help it.

He reasoned it was better to not let the young man see it. The instructions made no sense—they were the work of a man at the end of his tether, to be sure. ‘The world beyond the door?’ A warning to stay away from ‘silver serpents’? A whole paragraph about the proper way to pet a cat?

Madness. Sheer madness.

Gene Holdstock had a mind like a steel trap, all the way up to the end. But somewhere right before the finish line, it must have started to rust. That was the only explanation the lawyer could think of for the crazy, dashed off missive he received at his practice the day before Gene’s death. Nothing else made sense.

To expose his next of kin to that would have only traumatized an already tired, grieving individual. And since the document had never been notarized, well…?

It never really officially existed, did it?

“He’ll get tired of it soon enough,” the lawyer said out loud. He was already thinking of the steakhouse he’d take his wife to that night, once he got home and got settled. Maybe he’d order it takeout—it had been a long enough day. “Young guys like him are restless, always onto the next new thing. Besides, that house is way out in the woods. Out where nobody could mess with Gene…”

He hoped for his own sake that the young man came to his senses soon. If even a tenth of what the people of Wolfe’s Hollow whispered about Gene Holdstock were true, then…

Enough. The lawyer pushed it out of his mind.

That little cutie will probably convince him to sell, he reassured himself as he put on his coat. Way too much money in that for a couple of kids to resist.

It wasn’t until he was in his car, heading home, that the name of the fairy tale he’d been thinking of earlier rose into his mind.

Bluebeard, the lawyer remembered suddenly. The man in the fairytale’s name was Bluebeard.


Chapter 1

Two Weeks Later

Caleb Holdstock stood at the top of a hill, a gravel drive stretching between his feet. Next to him stood a small wooden sign with the legend Saltimbanque Trail etched onto it. Before him, at the summit of the small incline, stood the house he’d inherited from his grandfather. His hidden birthright. His one big opportunity.

The place was a dump.

In better days, he knew, it must have been a perfect rustic paradise. A little slice of the divine, tucked into the West Virginia mountains where the Appalachian Trail met the Elk River and the tributaries of Sutton Lake. Here the foothills weren’t so unmanageable as to make building a house on them impossible, and the land had a gentle curve to it that was pleasing to the eye. It was almost the shape of an upside down cup—the kind of natural feature that might drive a man to choose to build his home here. A home away from the hustle and bustle of the city—at a remove from the rest of society as a whole.

Wolfe’s Hollow had changed that, of course, but the property was still a bit out of the way.

A great deal of love must have gone into the building when his grandfather had had it built. When Caleb squinted, looking up at both floors of its hillbilly majesty, he could almost see the clean, cozy lines of the original structure peeking out through what it had become.

Clearly, the property’s mythical better days were long since past. Caleb eyed more than a few missing shingles on the roof, and the porch sagged slightly near the front door as if a giant had decided to rest upon it. The wood looked like it had been left to rot in the elements, and the lawn was an overgrown, ragged tangle. Caleb thought that underneath those weeds he might find a good carpet of bluegrass—it grew in places other than Kentucky, he knew, though that state was most famous for it.

He sighed, feeling a knot of anxiety tighten in his gut. This was a lot more work than he’d expected to find.

It would be his first time renovating a home physically, but not theoretically. The classes he took at college were part home modeling, part repair, part architecture, and part disability studies, and he took to them with the fervor and intensity that most of his fellow students reserved for drinking, weed, and hookups. While most of his peers were partying, Caleb was out getting ahead—preparing himself for the life he wanted to have.

Not that he didn’t like those things, of course. He had his fair share of fun every now and then, usually whenever Yui could convince him to chaperone her to a bar or a club for a fun night out on the town.

She was a good wingwoman, especially with that disarming smile of hers. She usually managed to introduce him to some cute girl he’d wind up taking home later, as if she were thanking him for going to all the trouble. But those relationships rarely lasted. Hell, most of the time they didn’t end up becoming relationships. College girls weren’t really looking for that sort of commitment these days, anyway.

He’d asked himself many times what made him different from the rest of his peers. What gave him the focus and drive to work so hard when so many college kids were playing hooky. He’d pondered it for a while, and eventually, the answer had come to him in a flash of insight.

Unlike them, he had a plan.

Most people his age were just floating through life, taking whatever came their way and not really asking or worrying about tomorrow. Caleb, though—he had a plan. A vision for what he wanted his life to look like. He worked every day to make it a reality.

Probably why I’m still single, he thought, looking up at the house with a faint smile. Oh well. There’d be time for that later.

As he approached the crumbling porch, he remembered that his own grandfather had been late to love and marriage. Maybe he was a little bit more like Grandpa Gene than he’d thought. He wished he could have gotten to know the man, but maybe renovating his house would be a fitting tribute.

Securing a couple weeks off to do it had been easy. Considering his stellar academic record and the tragic circumstances surrounding his grandfather’s death and funeral, the college had only been too happy to extend Caleb a period of bereavement leave. A single email had been all it took to secure it.

So he was set for a while. His car was packed to the gills with the tools and equipment he needed—or thought he needed, and anything else that might come up he could easily find at a store in Wolfe’s Hollow. He sensed he’d probably be spending some time there one way or another.

Alright then, he thought with another sigh. No more procrastinating. Time to see if the inside is any better than the out.

The day would have been a hot one, were it not for the dense canopy of trees that blunted the worst of the sun’s rays. He walked a dappled path of light and shadow to the broken front porch, frowning deeply at the damage on display. That porch would have to be the first thing he fixed.

The door was locked, but had the key. He’d been given it by the same lawyer who’d helped him through the contract after the funeral.

Nice guy, Caleb remembered, but there was something off about him.

Technically the paperwork was still processing, but the place was his. No one would stop him or question his authority to be here. There was nothing to do but go inside and see how bad the damage to the old place was.

Caleb stepped inside.

The smell of dust assaulted his nostrils. The place smelled stale. Dimly, he wondered when was the last time his grandfather had ever ventured up into the mountains to stay here—from the looks of things, it had been a great, long while.

The first thing that hit him was how empty the house was. He hadn’t exactly expected it to come fully furnished, with designer couches and a 4K television set, but the sparseness of the main foyer told him this was a place his grandfather had rarely visited, if ever. Only a few pieces of furniture waited on the first floor, and those were covered in thick sheets of plastic. Looming in the shadows, they looked like ghosts.

“Good bones,” he said, examining the ceiling and the walls. “Needs a lot of work, though.”

The place was two stories, and according to the blueprints the lawyer had graciously provided him with, had a basement as well. His hopes for the second floor were a bit higher; his fears for the basement were practically without bottom. Mold, rats, termites—anything could be down there.

He decided to check out the second floor next, then venture down into the cellar.

As Caleb wandered the rooms of his grandfather’s ‘mountain mansion’, he kept a little ticker going in his mind. It was almost like something from the stock exchange, going up when he noticed a problem that could be solved or an obvious convenience he could install, and down when he encountered something a potential buyer might consider a deal breaker. The ticker had been going down more than up throughout most of the first floor, but was still at a fairly high number.

It was Caleb’s estimate of what the property might fetch on the market.

He stopped at the threshold of the dining room, tugging on the side of the lintel. “Not a load bearing wall,” he muttered, making a little note in his phone. The app was already crowded with text, full of potential things he could do to improve the value of the home and make it more hospitable for potential clients. “I could tear this down—stick the dining room and kitchen together. Open concepts are hot right now…”

The kitchen and the pantry were every bit as sparse and spartan as the rest of the first floor. A thoroughly modern, gunmetal gray refrigerator looked like the only appliance that had been installed this century—it held a couple twelve-packs of beer, some condiments, and not much else. Grandpa Gene must have brought his own fare with him when he ventured up into the mountains. Or maybe he’d made a habit of driving down to Wolfe’s Hollow for a bite.

Caleb wasn’t in this for the money. He had no intention of looting his grandfather’s memory or his estate, whatever certain branches of the family might whisper to themselves when they thought he wasn’t listening. But he did wish there’d been a few more trinkets and knick knacks on the first floor. Partially because they gave the house character; but mostly because they would have given him some indication of the sort of man his grandfather was. What kind of decorations he preferred, what he chose to surround himself with. That sort of thing.

He’d probably have just ended up selling it all, anyway. Most of those things would have had to go: and he already had a buyer lined up for them, though they didn’t know it yet.

When he first drove up the drive he checked his grandfather’s mailbox out of habit and found a flier waiting for him, advertising something called ‘(K)nights of Chivalry!’ Apparently Wolfe’s Hollow had an annual Renaissance Fair, which according to the cursory Google search he’d done from his car was one of the biggest in the whole state. Strange that he’d never heard of it, or that Yui had never mentioned it. It was the kind of thing she’d been into before the accident.

Probably after the accident, too, now that he thought of it.

He put that out of his mind and kept searching. As he walked, the thought of Yui and his other friends from college reminded him to take some pictures, and so he walked from room to room snapping shots with his phone’s camera. Even in its simple lens and flat lighting, he could tell he had something special here.

Right now, I’d be lucky to get a hundred grand for it, Caleb thought. But fully renovated? A place this nice, with this kind of scenery going for it?

He didn’t like to kid himself with pie in the sky thinking. But half a million certainly wasn’t outside of the going rate for something with this level of history.

The stairs to the second floor creaked slightly beneath his sneakers. He stood on the bottom stair and bounced up and down slightly, testing its strength, then did the same with the rest as he made his way up. No problems, which was a good sign. The wall to his left was nice and sturdy, as well—a perfect candidate for a stair lift.

He’d have to send all the pictures to Yui when he was done. As good as he was at spotting places where a dwelling could be made more handicap accessible, it sometimes took a pair of eyes belonging to someone who actually lived what he studied to see where improvements could be made.

The second floor had escaped some of the decay of the first. The improvements he’d need to make up here were far less extreme, and more of the variety performed by any young homeowner: painting, drywall replacement, installing carpet perhaps. A bit of mold in the hallway caught his attention and made his heart beat faster, but upon further inspection, the speckled spores had only colonized the wallpaper, not the plaster beneath.

An easy fix.

The second floor was full of easy fixes, which sent his mental ticker higher and higher. He was beginning to suspect, in fact, that his grandfather had only really used the second story of this home when he came to visit. It looked cleaner and more modern than the ground floor, and showed signs of more recent habitation. Perhaps he’d been wrong to think it had been abandoned.

Only one way to find out, Caleb said, swallowing hard.

In short order he’d explored the entire second floor. All save for the single blue door at the end of the hall with the tiny silver lock.

A second key jingled in his pocket, which he now realized was specifically for that door. He mentally thanked the lawyer for giving it to him—the man hadn’t realized what it was for, having never been to the property personally. It had been in his uncle’s effects, however, and so it had been entrusted to him.

The key fit the lock perfectly. It made a tiny little clink when he twisted it. He opened the door and stepped inside.

A little laugh escaped his throat as he took a look around. Nice!

In marked contrast to the rest of the house, his grandfather’s study looked as if it had been built yesterday.

It was a large, stately room, with a big window overlooking the backyard and the woods behind the house. A massive mahogany desk dominated the space, with bookcases on the sides of the room and an unlit fireplace. Caleb could picture his grandfather studying here, reading—doing business of all sorts. There was no computer here, but Gene could have easily brought a laptop and a portable hotspot with him whenever he came into the mountains. Caleb had: both items were in the trunk of his car, waiting to be unpacked and set up.

With a slight feeling of trepidation, Caleb sat down in his grandfather’s chair. It swallowed him like a massive beast; it had been custom made, and for a man much bigger than him. A 1960’s monster made of leather and chrome—he’d need to replace it eventually. But it was comfortable.

He spread his hands across the desk and relaxed. That was when his foot bumped something underneath the tabletop.

What the hell?

Caleb leaned down, nearly bumping his head on the desk. Sitting on the floor next to his grandfather’s desk drawers was a small, heavy-looking safe. A single red light on its front blinked every ten or twenty seconds, as if verifying to whoever owned it that its locking mechanism was still engaged.

He most certainly didn’t have a key for that!

It looked like it didn’t need a key, though. There was a smudged keypad on the front of the safe, just beneath the little glass display window. Caleb pressed his hand against the top of the safe, testing its weight.

It felt like there was a brick inside.

He sat up and considered his options. His grandfather’s lawyers must not have known about the safe; if they had, they certainly would have mentioned it in their disclosures. That fact didn’t shock him very much, seeing as it was pretty obvious nobody had been out to the residence in a long, long time. Except maybe Gene himself. Caleb was beginning to realize the old man might not have been too chatty with his solicitors.

His eyes strayed back to the blinking keypad. He was curious now. What the hell could be in there? The lawyers had all of his grandfather's legal papers and documentation, so that couldn’t be it. Or else it merely contained copies. So what could he be keeping in there?

Money? Diamonds? It sure as hell felt like there was a brick inside.

With an effort, he managed to lift the safe from its place on the floor and set it on top of the desk. This close, he could make out a thin film of dust on the keypad. He pressed a few buttons at random, telling himself he was just testing to make sure the thing worked. After four digits, the red light flashed and a shrill beep emerged from the safe.

Locked, then. Did he want to try some more, or leave it for a locksmith? He wasn’t sure how easily a locksmith could crack it, and if he called someone, then whatever his grandfather had within the safe would become public knowledge. Something told him he didn'’ want to do that.

He tried a few more obvious numbers—0-4-2-0, of course, which sent up another beep. Grandpa hadn’t been a smoker. The same beep filled the study for 0-4-5-1, which told him his grandfather wasn't much of a gamer, either.

He wondered how many more tries he’d get before the device locked for a time. Weren’t there supposed to be security checks to keep people from just pushing all the buttons?

With a shake of his head, he resolved to put the safe back and call somebody. But just before he did, his fingers moved to the keypad and input his own birthday—three days after Christmas. 1-2-2-8.

The light turned green, and the safe opened.

Caleb stared in naked shock as the heavy door slid to the side. Inside, he found no notes. No bankrolls flush with cash, or the precious jewels that had filled his mind’s eye only moments ago. In fact, there was nothing in the safe at all, save for a strange tool.

He stared at the odd device. It felt heavy in his hands—surprisingly so, though in retrospect most of the weight he’d felt when shaking the safe had obviously come from the safe itself. Its handle was made of wood, and was long enough to be held with two hands but possibly would have been just as comfortable wielded one-handed.

The grip was black leather, and looked to have been well-worn and often used. At the end of the tool, the head was formed of a metal he didn’t recognize. Dark, shiny, definitely not stainless steel. Tungsten maybe, like a man’s wedding ring? Titanium? He couldn’t imagine digging in the dirt or working wood with titanium, but then again, he couldn’t imagine his grandfather doing these things at all. He was the furthest thing from a man of the land.

The cutting edge was long and flat, with a scoop on the end that seemed perfect for whittling. But this was no simple hand tool; the pommel showed him that. At the end of the grip, just where a person’s knuckles would rest, was a pommel in the shape of a dog’s head. Its eyes were inlaid with tiny, precious gems—rubies, at a guess—which made them look faintly red when he turned the device this way and that. He gave the pommel an experimental twist, but it seemed held fast to the rest of the tool.

The head was the part that was worth something, he knew. That dog’s head—when he turned it, it looked almost wolfish—was no trifle. It was pure silver. Probably worth a bundle. This tool hadn’t come off some factory floor. It had been made by a master craftsman. Something about it felt positively medieval—like he could picture a blacksmith hammering it into shape while the lord of the manor watched on impassively.

So there was treasure in his granddad’s safe. Though not in the form he’d expected. And not in the amount he’d expected, either. Caleb knew something about the worth of things, and he suspected that the rubies in the beast’s eyes—as tiny as they were—were still probably worth more than the pound or so of silver that formed the pommel of the strange tool.

“Still,” he said, setting the device on the desk. “It’s pretty cool.”

He wished there was some kind of note explaining what the thing was and what it was for. For it to be locked away in such a manner, it must have held some value to his grandfather. Probably sentimental.

Caleb toyed with the tool a bit longer, then rose and searched the rest of the room. Just as he’d suspected, the desks held little more than stationary and copies of legal documents he’d already read at the lawyer’s office.

The books were more interesting, and he grabbed a couple to keep him entertained while he was renovating the rest of the house. His grandfather’s tastes had leaned toward military history and nonfiction, mostly, but he’d apparently enjoyed classic science fiction as well. He spotted Jack Vance, Alfred Bester, and Isaac Asimov, to name a few.

Before he left the room, he took a couple pictures of the bookcases, too. Dune was a bestseller again, thanks to the movie, and that Frank Herbert hardback on the mantle looked like it might be a first-edition.

He dropped those off in the upstairs bedroom, intending to use it as his base of operations. The decent bed and attached bath made it the obvious choice. There was even running water, though he wasn't sure about the heat or the pressure up here in the mountains.

That left only one section of the house to check. The basement.

He made his way downstairs, traveled through the kitchen and found the stairs leading downward. They were wooden and creaky, and the atmosphere down in the cellar was both dingy and dark. For a moment he thought about going back to the car for a flashlight, but then his fingers found the cord of a light bulb and tugged it. The electricity down here still worked.

The air had the smell of mildew and dust, but there was no visible mold on the concrete walls. A good sign. No underground roots growing through the walls, either. There wasn’t much to the basement—an old washer and dryer set that had probably been installed before he was born, a couple of empty, dusty metal shelves, and some broken furniture. An old workbench sat in one corner of the room, abandoned and covered with dust.

After exploring the rest of the house, the basement felt like an anticlimax. His mental ticker was only continuing to rise, however.

With some renovation to the stairs, this space could make one hell of a den, he told himself. Or a man-cave—whatever they’re calling it these days. I wouldn’t have to do all that much to whip it into shape…

He turned, freezing in his tracks.

There was a door.

For a moment he saw it as if it had been bolted to the concrete—a brilliant white door the color of clouds, with a silver knob the same color as the dog’s head on the tool he’d left upstairs. It felt as if anything could have been on the other side. Anything at all.

Then he blinked, and it was gone.

He was staring at a chalk outline that had been sketched onto the concrete. It stretched from the floor all the way to the ceiling, stopping an inch or two beneath the bare light bulb.

“What the hell!?” Caleb gasped. He blinked rapidly, willing his vision to clear.

Stepping forward, Caleb put his hand on the chalk outline. He’d seen them before, of course—mostly in the movies, where they showed where somebody had been stabbed or shot. This wasn’t like that, and yet it still made him feel uneasy. He ran his fingers over the mark, rubbing it, and was only slightly surprised to see that it didn’t fade.

It’s not chalk, he thought. It’s gotta be painted on or something.

He’d have to get rid of it during the renovation. Paint thinner ought to do the trick. He didn’t have any, but could get some from the home improvement store at Wolfe’s Hollow....

Caleb blinked. Sitting in the center of the door, near where his head would be if it was an actual portal, was a tiny piece of parchment. It had been stuck to the concrete with a strip of tape, and the words written on it were in his grandfather's neat, sloping hand.

He took it off and read it. Then read it again.

Caleb,

Remember everything I told you. If you do step through the door, bring the tool in my study with you. You know the password.

Do not trust the serpents.

~G. Holdstock.

Caleb let the note fall through his fingers, making no effort to stop it as it slipped to the concrete floor. His heart pounded in his chest, thundering like a storm cloud. His grandfather’s note made no sense. Step through the door? Serpents?

He looked down at the tool he’d taken from his grandfather’s safe. He’d tucked it into his belt, affixing it with a carabiner. Now he unhooked it, looking from the silver dog’s head to the chalk outline on the concrete wall.

If you do step through the door…

With shaking hands, Caleb touched the dog’s head to the concrete wall. The entire world seemed to pause, like the brief respite between two massive, eternal heartbeats.

He waited a beat. Then another.

Nothing happened.

Caleb started to laugh. He tucked the device back in his belt, rubbing the back of his neck as if he’d just made an awkward faux pas in a group of people. The door was chalk. It wasn’t real. There was nothing beyond it.

Of course there wasn’t.

“Idiot,” he said, chiding himself as he made his way back to the stairs. Of course there was nothing to it. If he really thought there was some secret passage in his grandfather’s basement, he’d knock the wall down and go looking for it. But there was no such thing.

As he made his way back to the first floor, Caleb wondered what his grandfather meant. “Remember everything I told you?” He’d never been told anything by his grandfather—he’d never even met the man.

His grandfather had been estranged from his father, Caleb’s dad, ever since Caleb’s parents divorced. As far as he could remember, Caleb had only met the man once, at a Christmas party. He only vaguely remembered the experience: he’d been young, and his grandfather had been rather cold and distant. The gifts he received had been expensive, as far as he recalled, but purchased without any warmth. Impersonal.

Almost like this house.

The part about the password made more sense. He had known the password to the safe upstairs—he couldn’t possibly have forgotten his own birthday, at least. So that bit was alright. He was more than a little surprised his grandfather knew his birthday—the old man must have looked it up.

Which only left the warning about the serpents. There were no snakes in the basement, that was for sure. Were there venomous snakes in West Virginia? Not rattlesnakes, certainly, but he had some vague notion that there were some reptiles he needed to watch out for out here. Water Moccasins? Cottonmouths?

It didn’t matter. He sensed his grandfather might have been speaking metaphorically in any case.

He put the strange note and the door in the basement out of his mind. Tomorrow, once he finished his inventory, he’d grab some paint thinner from the hardware store. The door would disappear, and that would be that.

As if agreeing with his decision, Caleb’s stomach gave a loud, undignified rumble. He realized just how long it had been since he’d eaten, and decided that he needed some dinner. The thought of going to Wolfe’s Hollow for a bite occurred to him, but he decided to put exploring the town off until tomorrow during his supply run.

Besides, he had plenty of stuff to eat in his car. He just needed to unpack.

He whistled to himself as he headed out to the car. It was time to find out if his grandfather’s kitchen was up to the task of whipping up a meal.


Chapter 2

Night fell quickly in the mountains. No sooner had Caleb finished unpacking his car than the sky began to darken, the pale blue visible through the trees deepening to a rich, royal purple. By the time he had dinner ready, the stars had begun to shine, and there was a noticeable chill in the air.

Caleb decided to take his meal on the porch, beneath the stars. They were stunning, so much more visible than he’d ever seen them. Closer to civilization, there was so much light pollution that it was hard to see the stars properly. Out here, they were much more of a show.

Once he was done with his meal—a simple bowl of macaroni and cheese with some cut up hot dogs mixed in, which Yui always joked was a little kid’s dinner—he moved back inside. It was getting colder, and the furnace groaned like a dying man as the ancient appliance kicked into action. Caleb could tell it wasn’t in great condition and would probably need to be replaced sooner, rather than later. His mental ticker went down a bit, reducing his estimate of what the place was worth. But not much.

He tossed the dishes in the sink and headed upstairs. The bedroom he’d picked up was already warmer than it had been a few minutes ago, and soon he found himself comfortable enough to strip down to shorts and an undershirt he took from his suitcase.

Let’s see if this works, Caleb thought, opening his backpack. Cell reception’s terrible out here, so I’m going to have to depend on this…

He took out a black plastic device the size of a toaster and plugged it into the wall. His hopes rose and fell as a little lighted window on the side lit up, then displayed an error, then cheerfully announced the error had fixed itself. A few moments later, the wi-fi kicked on.

Caleb grabbed his laptop, connected it to the internet, then opened his browser and did a quick speed check. The bandwidth wasn’t great, but it was more than enough to stay connected. Even to watch a little TV, as long as he didn’t need it to be high definition.

And he definitely didn’t.

His laptop had been sitting in his backpack, unused, for days. He’d brought it with him to the funeral, but the idea of doing homework or watching Netflix while his grandfather was being put into the ground just felt... well, wrong. Now he booted it up as he got under the covers, loading up an old episode of Kitchen Nightmares on one side of the screen while doing a little research in his browser on the other.

He had his work cut out with him where the house was concerned. Some things could probably be fixed quickly, like the moldy wallpaper and the strange chalk door in the basement, but the place wasn’t in great shape overall. He hadn’t expected there to be this much damage, especially with how meticulous his grandfather apparently was in the other aspects of his life. He’d pictured a quick weekend flip, where this was more like a whole week’s worth of renovations.

Would the school give him that much time off? He sensed he could push his luck a little bit with them—they weren’t likely to come too hard at a student who’d just had a death in the family. Especially one with as stellar of an academic record as him. So maybe he could stay up in the mountains for a longer period.

A lot of it depended on Wolfe’s Hollow. He didn’t know very much about the little town—from what he understood, he wasn’t even sure if the town had sprung up because of his grandfather or the other way around. It was a tiny mountain hamlet, famous in the area for its Renaissance Fair and some other annual events but not much else. He’d need supplies for the renovation, and possibly a couple sets of hands to help him out. If there wasn’t a decent hardware store in town, that would be one hell of a difficult prospect, indeed.

A cursory Google search mostly turned up articles about the Nights of Chivalry (forgetting the pun with the K), as well as some historical articles connected to the mines that had dotted the area around the turn of the twentieth century.

He pulled up Google Maps and started scanning. The town wound around the mountain like a snake, one long road forming the bulk of its commerce while tiny neighborhoods and commercial sections stretched off to the sides. It reminded him of a line of stitching—one that had been hastily done to rend a tear in a garment.

Or a serpent, he thought, looking at the curve of the highway. His grandfather’s note echoed in his head, and he shivered.

On a better note, the map showed several hardware stores and an old lumberyard. There’d be plenty of places to pick up supplies. And when he got tired of his own cooking, Google Maps helpfully identified several restaurants in the area, ordered with the highest-rated one first.

Maybe a week would be enough time to complete the renovations after all. Or at least to get them started, if nothing else. He knew he didn’t need to finish everything all at once, but it was like there was something inside of him that wanted to get it done. That viewed the process of repairing his grandfather’s home as an act of respect, a gesture of goodwill toward the man who’d given him so much.

Who’d given him a mystery, too.

As Gordon Ramsay tore through the freezer of a suburban greasy diner, screaming at the owners as he uncovered mold and rotten food, something near Caleb’s thigh began to vibrate. To his surprise, he had a call.

To his greater one, it was a video call.

From Yui.

Her avatar blinked at the top of the screen, provoking in him the same strange mixture of excitement and guilt he’d been feeling since he was a teenager. He’d barely had time to run his hands through his hair before hitting the green button, and his heart skipped a beat when he saw his friend. Yui had her hair tied up in a loose bun, and the light behind her illuminated her profile. She was wearing a t-shirt with the name of her university on it—she was definitely calling from the dorms.

“Hey,” she said, grinning. “How’s the whole house thing going?”

Shit! Caleb realized he’d forgotten to send Yui any of the pictures.

“It’s good,” he said, suddenly aware of how he looked on the tiny part of the screen that showed his face. “Interesting. Hang on—I snapped a bunch of pictures earlier. Let me send them to you…”

He muted Gordon Ramsey and opened up his photo app. His cellphone and his laptop shared the same operating system, and it was a cinch to gather up the pictures he’d taken today of the house and send them over to Yui in a text message.

“Cool,” she said, her brows shooting up a fraction as the notification hit her phone. “Let me take a look.”

She did so, her eyes going unfocused as she scrolled through the phone. He knew she didn’t have the call app up any longer, but the camera was still showing him her face.

“What’s going on with you?” he asked.

Yui snorted. “Same old, same old. Classes are a drag. Professor’s an ass. Working on getting my big semester project finished. And then—well, I was looking at my messages and I realized I never heard back from you, so I figured I better check and see if the house was still standing. I thought the roof might have fallen in and crushed you, but these pictures are kinda nice!”

“Good to hear,” Caleb said. Yui had tried to explain her big project to him on more than one occasion, but the details had always eluded him. He knew it involved artificial intelligence, neural networks, social media, and the intersection where the three disciplines met. But every time Yui got into the nitty-gritty, it just sounded like she was explaining how to create a very sophisticated chatbot. Which was a joke she didn’t particularly like.

Yui let out a little gasp as she kept scrolling through the photos. “Wow, this place is big!” she said, smiling at him.

“My grandpa apparently called it his ’redneck mansion’,” Caleb said with a smirk. “Only two floors and a basement, but each floor is pretty large. I wish I’d gotten a good picture of the mountains around here—the view is spectacular.”

“Maybe you’ll have to show me sometime,” Yui said. “Oh geez, you look like you’ve been working hard!”

For a moment, Caleb didn’t understand what she meant. Then it hit him. One of the photos he’d sent had him in it—he’d taken it at the table of the expansive kitchen, with his meal for the evening cooking in the background. Did he look tired?

“Yeah, it’s a lot of work,” he said. “Really rewarding, though. Shouldn’t be hard to put in some accessibility features, either.”

Talking to Yui reminded him of that. It wasn’t just that the house could fetch a good price on the market if it was spruced up. It could also go to someone who needed extra help navigating their day to day life. Though getting up and downstairs would be a challenge, and he wasn’t sure how he could get a chair lift into the basement…

As if summoned by his thought, Yui’s brows furrowed together. “What’s with the graffiti?” she asked.

He didn’t need to ask her what she meant. “I’m not sure,” he said, thinking about that strange outline of a door he’d found in the basement. “I can tell you it’s not chalk—it was drawn on the wall with some kind of paint. Maybe my grandfather was planning on building an expansion down there, and that was where he was going to put the door.

He knew that wasn’t true. But the explanation felt good to say.

He saw Yui shiver. “It’s creepy,” she said, giving him a concerned look. “You’re sure the Blair Witch isn’t living down there?”

“Nah, that’s your neck of the woods,” Caleb shot back. “West Virginia’s all about the Mothman.”

“Oh right, I forgot.” A smile rose to Yui’s lips. “If you start having any dreams about a bridge collapsing, you let me know, alright?”

Caleb laughed. “It is kind of creepy out here,” he admitted. “The nearest town is miles away. There’s nothing outside the house but the sound of crickets and owls…”

“Sounds peaceful,” Yui said, nuzzling into her pillow. “Right now all I hear is the sounds of girls fighting over makeup and Ice Spice.”

“I’d say I got the better end of the bargain,” Caleb said.

Yui nodded. “Definitely.”

He almost told her about the tool then. It lay next to him on the bed, the silver dog’s head peering up at him from a fold in the blankets. Its red ruby eyes glistened in the faint light from the lamp on the bedside table, and it almost seemed to be smiling.

Nah, he thought. Need to do some research first.

“So…” Yui trailed off, her lips forming a tight little line. “When are you coming back to Maryland?”

It was a good question.

“I’m not really sure,” Caleb said with a shrug. “Tomorrow I’m going to check out Wolfe’s Hollow—that’s the little mountain town a mile or two away—and see what they’ve got in their hardware store and lumberyard. I guess I’ll play things by ear after that. If I can make some repairs this week and get the ball rolling on the house, that’ll be great. If not, I guess I’ll be back in class earlier than I thought.”

“Cool.” Yui winked. “We all miss you, dude. The weekly D&D group needs its wizard!”

“You can sub in for me,” Caleb insisted. “You’ve always been better at that than I am, anyway.” He mostly only played because of Yui.

“Alright, well, you get some sleep,” she said, yawning. “I’m going to conk out and hope these sorority bitches either come home early or stay out all night so I can get some shuteye. And hey, if you see any cute hillbilly girls while you’re there, invite her over to your big new house!”

Fat chance, Caleb thought, grinning. “Will do. G’night.”

The line cut out. Caleb glanced back over at the tool sitting on the mattress next to him. Looking at it reminded him that was something he needed to research, as well.

He switched back to his laptop and got down to business.

It didn’t take him long to start getting results. The tool he’d found in his grandfather’s safe had a name, albeit a strange one: it was called an adze. He hadn’t been sure of it until he’d started looking at images of them from medieval history: then he’d realized that the metallic scoop-looking part was the same on all of them. Artisans and craftsmen used them for carving and shaping materials—mostly wood.

The mattock and the pickaxe were both cousins of it, though both were normally larger and carried in both hands, rather than the single hand grip the adze was intended for. This allowed a medieval peasant to do finer, tighter work with the carving edge, almost like an old grandpa whittling something on his back porch.

Caleb couldn’t imagine Gene Holdstock whittling. He doubted his grandfather had ever used the adze for its intended purpose—the silver dog’s head on the pommel seemed to indicate the tool was decorative, not practical. And yet it was lined and worn, the grip well used and well loved.

He picked up the adze and tapped the backside of the scoop against the palm of his hand a few times. Yes. Someone had used this before. He knew it. If he took the adze out into the backyard, found a branch and started carving it into something useful, he wouldn’t have been the first man to ever use the tool in such a fashion.

Feeling more curious, he started typing in various combinations of “adze” with “dog,” ”rubies” and “silver head.” Other than a few articles about costume jewelry, halloween decor and the lyrics to the Beatles song Maxwell’s Silver Hammer, the internet held nothing for him in the way of answers.

If a local craftsman had made the tool, he undoubtedly would have shown it off on his website. It was a fantastic thing, well made and expensive looking. The fact that he couldn’t find a single thing about it at all online disturbed him a bit.

It made him think of that door, and his grandfather’s bizarre message.

Searching for ’serpents West Virginia’ brought up plenty of articles about local snakes—and, even more interestingly, about snake-handling churches. Could that have been what his grandfather was warning him about with his strange message taped to the wall of his basement? Was there a local snake-handling church whose members he needed to watch out for, or was it all just a coincidence?

Google told him nothing. Soon Caleb began to suspect he was leading himself around by the tail, getting stuck in this or that internet rabbit hole. He felt that way often while browsing these days. The internet just wasn’t as reliable as it used to be, and everything about it seemed angled at getting you to browse even more. To waste more of your time with useless facts, figures, and entertainment.

To show how little power the internet had over him, Caleb closed the cover of his laptop. Without the light from the screen, the bedroom had a warm, homey glow. Through the bedroom’s only window he could see a starry night, the tops of the trees pushing against the inky black sky.

He let out a yawn. It really had been a long day.

Caleb put the laptop on the bedside table, then after a few moments of thought, placed the adze on top of it. He lay back and removed his spectacles, tugging the covers up to his chin and getting warm. From somewhere in the house, the furnace clanked as it fought harder against the chill of the mountain night.

I should have showed Yui the adze, he thought. She wouldn’t have tried to get me to sell it or anything. She doesn’t care about money, especially not after the accident…

The longer he thought about it, though, the more he realized that money had nothing to do with his silence. He didn’t show the adze to Yui because then he would have had to explain where he’d found it, and then the whole story would have come tumbling out. The basement, the vision of the strange door, and his grandfather’s nonsensical note.

Those were all things that could be handled later. In the cold, sober light of day.

I’ll go to the home improvement store tomorrow, Caleb promised himself as he began to drift off. Get some paint remover and take that drawing of a door off the basement wall. I’ll feel a hell of a lot better once it’s gone—that’s for sure.

It would be the first thing he’d do. He could grab coffee in Wolfe’s Hollow, and maybe some breakfast too if he could find a diner with decent enough reviews.

He let out a yawn. It felt good to get his business done. To be making progress…

Later, Caleb would only be able to remember the dream in brief snatches and still images. The sound of laughter. A flash of a pretty girl running through the woods, the moonlight dancing off her golden hair.

Then, the sensation of something warm and soft pressing up against him. A sigh in his ear. Multiple sighs.

He was surrounded by firm, female flesh. Someone giggled, and someone else embraced him. Their lips were hot and soft. He felt a kiss on his forehead, then fingers gently stroking his shoulders. Someone whispered a phrase in a language he couldn’t understand, and someone else let out a knowing chuckle in response. “Mmh hmm,” the speaker purred, her voice filled with promise.

He thought that the last speaker sounded like Yui.

His eyes fluttered, even within the dream. He could feel the weight of a woman pressed against him, her body warm and soft. He could smell her, her scent like cinnamon and cloves and the secret, hidden places deep within the heart of the forests and wild places in the world.

As he pressed his body against hers, the other voices fell away, cooing or sighing or crying out in the depths of hot, feral passion. Desire rose up within him, even as the knowledge spread within him that this was just a dream, and he was alone in his grandfather’s old house.

Caleb’s eyes opened, and the dream dissolved.

It was either very late or very early, depending on who you talked to. Moonlight bathed the bedroom, strands of it shining through the room’s single window as the big white moon shone above the treeline. In the baleful, ethereal light, Caleb was able to perceive a shape looming above him. It was this shape his mind had interpreted as a woman straddling him in his dream—the same woman who’d been planting kisses all over his cheek.

A woman was straddling him. Her face was angular and shocked in the moonlight—shocked to see his eyes open.

She was holding a knife to his throat.


Chapter 3

Caleb’s first confused, half-waking thought was that the ads for the local Renaissance Faire had gotten extremely pushy.

The woman straddling his lap had silver eyes and long, pointed ears. Her hair streamed down her slender back in a long wave, as pale and silvery as the moonlight streaming through the window. Her body was lean and athletic, and he could feel just from the way her thighs gripped him that she was a woman of considerable strength—especially for her size.

Her clothing was strange: a mix of leather and brass, like she’d hastily slapped together a costume for a thief in a fantasy movie and tripped into the steampunk trailer while doing so. Part of it glinted in the moonlight, and those flashes of illumination showed lots of skin. If she was a cosplayer, she was one with a lot of male fans—who probably tended toward the erotic end of the spectrum.

He started to rise, only to feel the edge of the knife against his neck. Shit.

“Don’t move a fucking muscle,” the woman hissed. Her voice had a strange accent that he couldn’t quite place. Norwegian? Swedish? She sounded like she was from one of those Scandinavian countries. Though Caleb had learned in his research on the area that there’d been a lot of Norse settlers in this area, so maybe she was a local…?

He blinked. It didn’t matter if she was a local or not. She’d broken into his fucking house!

She was holding a knife to his throat.

He had to do something.

“My laptop’s on the desk,” Caleb said, indicating it with his eyes. The fact that there was no tool sitting on top of the device when there’d been one there when he went to bed failed to register. “That’s the most expensive thing I’ve got on me. Take it and go…”

The woman’s face twisted. She hardly looked human—if she was some kind of cosplayer, she had a hell of a good sense for makeup. Her elf ears looked practically real, and she had the kind of cheekbones most women would kill for.

“Money?” the woman asked, frowning. “You think this is about money?”

Somehow, Caleb found the strength to laugh. “If you came here for anything else, you’re shit out of luck,” he said, swallowing hard. Doing so made the blade nick him, but he managed not to cry out. “There’s nothing in this old house—it’s pretty much been cleared out.” He thought for a beat. “There’s some old science fiction novels down the hall in my grandfather’s study. Pretty sure some of them are first-editions; they might be worth something—”

The woman reared back. For an instant, the blade left his throat and he felt her weight straddling his thighs. Then she backhanded him with her free hand, placing the knife right back where it had been a moment ago.

“You think I give a shit about books!?” the woman asked. “I don’t give a goblin’s ass about books, human. Where’s the vorlesen?”

The… what!?

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Caleb grunted.

The woman leaned in closer. She cocked her head to the side, frowning as if she heard a faraway noise. Her silver eyes narrowed as she looked him up and down, not entirely without interest.

“You’re his grandson, alright,” she whispered, chuckling a bit as she ran a nail over Caleb’s bare chest. “But you don’t understand a thing about him, do you?”

She’s talking about my grandfather, Caleb realized. A cold chill of recognition went through him at the name.

“You knew my granddad?” Caleb blurted. “You knew Gene?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. He’d misjudged her. She knew of his grandfather, but she hadn’t known him personally. Why, then, would she know the name Gene Holdstock?

Idiot, he thought. He would have shaken his head if it wouldn’t have brought the knife into contact with his skin. Grandad was rich. Everyone in town probably knew who he was.

Including a particularly ballsy cosplayer who didn’t mind breaking into his mansion in full elf-girl gear. It was an audacious way to disguise yourself in a robbery, he had to give her that.

“Look, don’t think you’re going to bullshit me,” the woman said. Her gaze flickered to the knife at Caleb’s throat, then traveled back to his eyes. “I can tell you’re thinking about lying to me, but I’m too smart for that. I already snuck into your grandfather’s study.”

She was probably right. The window behind her had been opened a crack, which was how she got in, but the door to the bedroom was also ajar. She easily could have snuck down the hall, checked out the rest of the house, then came back here to threaten him personally when she hadn’t located the loot she wanted.

In fact, that order of events made the most sense. If she’d found money, she would have just left through the front door with it. He never would have been the wiser.

“So I know,” the cosplayer continued, nicking him with the knife, “that you opened the safe. You’ve got your grandfather’s vorlesen. Now tell me where you stashed it, twerp!”

His grandfather’s what? The word she kept using didn’t make any sense. It sounded foreign, German or something like that. But there was no denying that he knew exactly what she was referring to.

The wooden tool with the silver handle and the dog’s head on the pommel. That must be what the woman was thinking of when she said vorlesen.

Now Caleb remembered where he’d put it. His gaze flickered over to his laptop, sitting on the nightstand next to the bed. The tool—the adze—wasn’t there. If the damned woman wasn’t so insistent, he’d have assumed she’d already stolen it.

So where was the damned thing? Did it roll under the bed?

He needed to stall. He needed time to think.

So he mustered up a courage he didn’t feel and fixed the cosplayer with his most disarming smirk.

“What’s it to you?” he asked, flashing a shit-eating grin.

The girl with elf ears let out a growl. She grabbed a handful of his hair, twisting it so hard that tears sprang to his eyes. Shit, she was rough!

“There’s some people who pay extra for that,” the cosplayer informed him with a cruel smirk. “Now talk.”

“This can’t possibly be worth your while,” Caleb muttered. “You’re talking about the adze, right?”

The girl with elf ears reared back a bit, shifting her weight from her knees to her thighs. Caleb tried very, very hard not to think about how good it felt when she did that, or how much the change in position made it look like she was doing something much more intimate than robbing him.

“The what?” she snapped, rolling her eyes. “The thing from your granddad’s safe, kid. Tell me where the fuck you stashed it, or I start drawing blood.”

She looked like she meant it, too. That knife in her hand looked like serious business. In fact, the more of a look he got at it, the more freaked out he was by the weapon in the cosplayer’s hand. It did not look like a Ren Faire prop—nor did it look like a repurposed butcher’s knife or other kitchen utensil. It looked like the sort of thing a man used to stab another man to death.

“I’ll give it to you,” Caleb asked. He shifted on the bed, trying to dislodge the elf eared girl from the most sensitive part of his anatomy. As he did, he felt something hard against his kidney. He was pretty sure what it was, but he didn’t dare look to confirm. Not with the robber on top of him. “Just tell me something first.”

“I ain’t telling you shit,” the girl said. “You—”

“It’s a digging tool,” Caleb said, cutting her off. “A medieval tool for carving wood, with a leather grip and a silver pommel. It looks like someone bolted a dog’s head to it.”

Her eyes lit up. “You do have it.”

Caleb grimaced. “What’s so special about it? Is it a museum piece? I Googled, but I couldn’t find anything about it.”

The girl pouted. Despite the knife at his neck, he had to admit she had a pretty spectacular pout.

“I have heard of this Google,” she said, that strange accent of hers more pronounced than ever. “You would not have heard of a vorlesen through such means, human. The device is too dangerous and important for you. Best that it comes back with me.”

My ass it would, Caleb thought. What the fuck does she mean, ’human’?

Something else stuck in his craw. “You keep calling me kid,” he snapped. “I look older than you are—”

Suddenly the knife was directly between his eyes.

“Looks can be deceiving,” the elf eared girl whispered. A knowing smile spread across her face. “Now talk, human. Or I start lopping things off you until you do.”

Caleb wriggled a little bit more on the bed. The hard shape next to his kidney didn’t budge, which confirmed his suspicions even more firmly than before.

He was laying on the adze.

How the damned thing got into bed with him, he hadn’t the faintest idea. But if it hadn’t managed to make its way under the covers, this Ren Faire reject would have already stolen it and gone. So he was grateful for that.

Maybe he’d grabbed it in his sleep? That strange dream came back to him. All those girls, touching him and giggling…

Another slap from the elf eared girl brought him back to the present moment. Fuck, that hurt!

“It’s just a tool,” Caleb snapped. “There’s maybe a pound of silver in that dog’s head. Five hundred bucks for that if you’re lucky—and a pawn shop would only give you half of that. The rubies might be worth something, but they’re the size of pinpricks. Who the fuck would you sell those to?” He shook his head, feeling like the situation was growing more absurd by the minute. “Who risks decades in prison on an armed robbery charge for medieval cutlery?”

Caleb felt the woman’s hand start to waver. Maybe she’s starting to realize how much trouble she’s put herself in by breaking into my house, he thought hopefully. If that was the case, he just might be able to talk her down. They could work this out without violence—maybe even without getting the police involved.

“You don’t understand a goddamn thing,” the elf eared woman said. “The vorlesen, human. Now. Last chance, or I start cutting.”

In the space of an instant, Caleb realized two things. First, that the woman on top of him was absolutely terrified. The elf eared woman kept saying that she was going to kill him if she didn’t get what she wanted, but her actions and her words didn’t match up in the slightest. This hadn’t gone at all the way she’d expected. This woman had probably broken in expecting to find the item—at worst, to have him hand it over while babbling like a terrified fratboy. This kind of resistance from him was completely unforeseen.

Second was this: despite the knife at his neck, Caleb had the upper hand. The woman had no idea the vorlesen, or whatever she called it, was underneath him—and she wouldn’t be able to find out unless she moved him.

Which would require withdrawing the knife from his throat.

He sensed he’d have one chance at this. After that, the woman would get a hold of herself, and then he’d really be in trouble.

He’d have to move quickly.

He let out a harsh, flat bark of a laugh, forcing himself to feel a confidence that the ordinary Caleb Holdstock would never have been able to summon under these circumstances.

"You’re really an idiot, aren’t you?" he snarled, lifting his head ever so slightly. "What, do they breed them crooked over in your trailer park?"

The elf eared girl reared back and slapped him again. Good. He needed her to get pissed. Hopefully by losing control of herself, he’d have just enough time to gain the upper hand.

"Shut up!" the elf girl hissed. The knife scored another shallow cut against Caleb’s neck, barely breaking the skin, but the young man hardly felt it. "You’re really starting to piss me off, human!"

"Not as much as you’re pissing me off," Caleb shot back. His eyes went to the laptop for a moment before meeting the elf girl’s eyes. "You haven’t even figured out that the fucking adze has been sitting on my laptop the entire time!"

What happened next happened in an instant.

The elf eared girl knew she’d looked at the laptop before. She was certain in her mind that she had no idea where this mythical vorlesen was. But Caleb sounded so sure of himself, so taunting, that for a moment he’d planted a tiny, one-percent seed of doubt in the cosplayer’s skull.

Her head turned. The knife retreated ever so slightly away from Caleb’s throat.

Caleb made his move.

He rolled to the side and bucked his hips, thrusting against the elf eared woman’s thighs like the two of them were locked in a coital embrace. The motion sent her off of him, shifting her weight, and he used the momentum to roll to the side and throw her over the bed. The two of them fell in a tangle of limbs and covers, the elf eared girl gasping in surprise as they tumbled.

As they fell, Caleb grabbed the hard thing he’d felt beneath his hip. It was indeed the adze, and as he gripped it, he felt a surge of energy and rage fill his bloodstream.

This woman had threatened his life!

The elf girl recovered quickly, twisting like a snake. Her hand gripped her knife and she swung it out of reflex, but there was a look in her eyes like she feared actually hurting Caleb. It took little for him to grab her wrist and twist it, forcing the blade to fall from her nerveless fingers.

Caleb had no such compunctions about hurting her. She was a thief.

He raised the adze and swung it in an overhand blow, bringing the flat of the metallic scoop down on the woman’s thigh. He heard a crack and half expected bone to splinter. From the way the elf girl shrieked in shock and agony, he’d done some serious damage.

She’s going to be limping on that leg for a while, he thought with a grim grin.

"Stop squirming!" Caleb commanded. He pinned the elf girl down and knocked her knife under the bed, keeping it away from the hand that grasped for it.

He got his forearm underneath the elf girl’s chin, pressing it against her neck just tightly enough to remind her how easy it would be to cut off her oxygen and choke her out. He hoped that wouldn’t be necessary, but you never knew. This was a woman who’d snuck into his room in the middle of the night with a knife.

Even if she seemed strangely unwilling to actually hurt him with the blade, there was no denying how close she’d put him to death.

The elf girl froze. Her eyes stared up at him, bulging slightly from the pressure of his forearm. She looked shocked to have been defeated, and even more shocked by how quickly he’d done it.

Caleb brandished the adze, showing it to the woman. "This is what you wanted, right?" he grunted, giving her other thigh a hit with the dog’s head pommel. "This isn’t how you expected to get it, is it?"

She groaned through her closed lips, but didn’t say anything.

Now that the danger began to fade, the adrenaline crash hit Caleb hard. In the moment, he hadn’t had time to think about himself, or who’d be affected if something happened to him. Now it all came flooding in, unstoppable.

His parents would never be the same.

Yui would never forgive herself.

This bitch tried to kill him!

The elf girl tried to speak, but Caleb held her down firmly. The temptation to do more flared within him, whispering how much easier this encounter would be if he simply slammed the metal head of the adze into the elf eared woman’s skull a few times. Do it enough, and she’d never be able to threaten him with a knife again—or anyone else.

But he held himself back. That wasn’t how a civilized man behaved with a downed foe.

The elf eared girl had stopped squirming completely. Color flushed to her face, starting as a cherry red blush before deepening to the royal purple of a mountain sunset. She needed air.

"Here’s what’s going to happen," he told the intruder. "In a second, I’m going to loosen up enough that you can breathe a bit. When I do, you’re going to explain who you are, where you came from, and why you were in my house. Got it?”

The girl nodded. She really was a girl, now that he got a good look at her. Under that makeup, she was probably the same age as Yui.

And she was starting to look desperate.

“And you’re going to tell me”—here Caleb held up the adze—“why this is so goddamn important to you. You’ll do that too, yeah?”

More nodding.

Caleb loosened his arm, but didn’t fully release her. “Do anything else—and I mean anything—and I’ll put my arm back and keep pushing,” he warned. “I’ll knock you out then call the cops. Now speak.”

The elf girl nodded.

She whispered a single word.

Suddenly Caleb was lying on the floor of his room. The wooden boards felt cool against the side of his face, and the blanket next to him had been tossed off and scattered across the bathroom carpet. He felt a sickly, dazed sensation, like he’d just drifted off without realizing it.

What the hell?

It lasted for only a moment. Caleb shot to his feet just in time to see the elf girl’s retreating backside, a manic giggle escaping her as she raced down the hall. She was getting away!

He reached for the adze by his feet. Only for his fingers to grip the handle of the elf eared girl’s black dagger. She’d left it behind.

And she’d taken his prize.

“God damn it!” he roared, giving chase. “Come back here, you thieving bitch!”

He had no idea how the girl had managed to daze him. When he tried to think of that single word she’d spoken, all that came to him was a blur of color and light. Trickery? Hypnosis? Magic? He didn’t have time to think of it. Whatever it was, she’d deployed it to devastating efficiency, and now she was getting away.

He didn’t have time for reflection. He needed to act.

He chased the girl through the hallway, his legs pumping as he raced across the carpet. In the faint light from the first floor, he saw that she was even shorter than he’d expected—and even more lithe. Her sleek, coltish frame made him think of the girls from the track team at Yui’s school, and indeed she seemed to be able to run just about as fast as them. Yui had tried to hook him up with a couple of them once, insisting that the track girls were total freaks in the sack, but he kind of doubted it.

This girl was a freak, though. In more ways than one.

As she rounded the corner to the stairs, he caught a glimpse of the adze in her hand. It could have been a trick of the light, but he swore the tiny rubies in the dog’s eyes were glowing.

He picked up the pace.

The elf girl took the stairs two at a time, leaping down the staircase as quickly as she dared. She grabbed the banister as she reached the bottom and swung off of it, adding more momentum to her steps. Caleb’s heart fell.

She’s going to get to the door, he thought, grimacing. Once she’s outside, it’s going to be hell to track her down…

But Caleb was wrong. The elf girl feinted for the door, then did a crazy twist and bolted back toward the kitchen. What the hell?

There wasn’t any exit that way. Caleb’s heart surged with triumph. She was going to get trapped!

“Come back here!” he snarled, brandishing the knife as he ran. He wouldn’t have stabbed her with it, not really, but he needed something to defend himself with if she decided to use the adze to try and knock him out.

As he entered the kitchen, a flash of motion caused him to duck. He dropped just in time—the elf girl had snatched up the half-empty pot of macaroni he’d made for dinner and tossed it at him. She’d been waiting for him, aiming the heavy stovetop pan at his head. Bits of pasta covered the floor behind him, and he groaned at the thought of having to clean it up later.

"Stop making a mess!" he yelled, standing in the doorway. "Give me back the adze and answer my questions, and I’ll let you leave!"

"Vorlesen!" the elf girl shouted, a strange grin spreading across her face. Goddamn it, was she enjoying this? He thought so.

"It’s the same fucking thing," he snapped back. As long as he stood in the doorway of the kitchen, he reminded himself, the elf girl couldn’t escape. There was no back door in his grandfather’s house, and no way back to the rest of the house except through that one entrance.

The elf girl was already shaking her head. "That’s like confusing a sword for a pair of scissors," she accused.

"Tell me what the fuck it is," Caleb asked. "Why do you want it so badly?"

She brandished the tool, still grinning. "Come find out, human!"

He chased the girl around the kitchen island, grabbing at the elf but missing. She scooted around him like a wraith, skidding on the floor as she changed direction, and threw herself away from his path. He dodged, heading back for the door to keep her from escaping, but he needn’t have bothered. She wasn’t going for the exit.

She ran for the pantry door. Huh?

The elf girl was a blur of motion. She leapt into the pantry and grabbed the door, slamming it shut an instant before Caleb caught up with her. For a moment, Caleb had the satisfaction of seeing her shadow through the crack between the door and the floor.

"You know," Caleb said, panting hard, "I was joking before when I said you were an idiot. But that’s a boneheaded move. You’re trapped in there now—"

He grabbed the handle, but to his surprise, he couldn’t pull the door open. What the hell?

He tugged harder. The pantry had no lock, just a simple knob. But it was suddenly like the door itself was bolted onto the rest of the wall. Completely unmovable.

How did she do that?

He was still wondering when the door opened, catching him in the forehead and knocking him back onto his ass.

For a second, the world turned black. There was a bright flash of stars in his vision, like he’d gotten his bell rung by a quarterback in a high school football game. He groaned, forcing himself to rise. The elf girl was going to get away!

He shot to his feet just in time to see the strange woman disappear. For a moment he felt rage, and was certain that she’d run out the door and was seeking shelter in the wilderness of the woods. Then he realized which direction he was staring and confusion took hold of him.

The elf girl wasn’t running back to the front of the house.

She was headed down into the basement.

Even better! Caleb got to his feet with difficulty, groaning. None of the hits he’d taken were that terrible in isolation, but put together they had an almost debilitating effect on his ability to function. He grunted and groaned as he staggered forward, grasping weakly at the knife he’d looted from the strange, elf eared woman.

This time he had no hesitation. He plunged into the darkness of the cellar, taking the steps as quickly as he dared. He could hear the elf eared girl somewhere below, muttering to herself as she made her way across the concrete.

“Give it up,” Caleb heard himself say. “You’re trapped. I don’t know why you thought you could escape by running into a goddamn basement, but there’s no way out now. Give me the adze, and start explaining yourself…”

He reached the bottom of the stairs and trailed off.

Because what he was looking at was impossible.

It had to be.

The elf girl—only now did he realize he’d stopped thinking of her merely as an elf eared girl—stood next to the concrete wall that had so entrance Caleb earlier. Her long, slender fingers caressed the same spot along the chalk that he’d touched when he came down here. Her silver eyes sparkled in the darkness.

The door was open.

A path of stone stretched on the other side. Above it lay an inky night sky, like something painted for the cover of a horror novel. A huge, gibbous moon waxed above the clouds, and the trees loomed like weeping willows on either side of the path. The atmosphere was sultry and warm, in marked contrast to the chilly mountain air outside of Caleb’s home.

His mind desperately searched for something to grasp onto. This was a tunnel leading outside—a screen he’d failed to notice earlier. A clever deception, another trick like the word the elf girl had spoken earlier to dazzle him.

All of his defense mechanisms failed. Only one truth remained.

This was a door. With a whole world beyond it.

Just like his grandfather said.

The old man wasn’t crazy, Caleb realized. Good God, what have I stumbled into?

The elf girl paused before the door, turning to glance at him. She winked, flashing a toothy grin. The edges of the gateway glowed with a wan, ethereal light. “See you later, human. Thanks for the vorlesen. This thing’s gonna make me rich—”

Later, Caleb wouldn’t be able to explain why he did what he did. An impulse seized him, as much caused by the mad desire to prove or disprove that door’s existence as it was by the need to stop the thief. Just as the elf girl turned to step through the door, Caleb let out a roar like a hungry lion and leaped, covering the entire cellar floor in a single motion.

He tackled her in her lower back, sending her forward through the doorway. Both of them flew directly through the gate, landing on the cobblestone path on the opposite side. They were through it in an instant.

For the elf girl, it was probably ordinary. For Caleb, it was like nothing he’d ever experienced before. In that single instant, everything changed.

The world shimmered around him, become as insubstantial as spider’s silk. He had the strangest sensation that everything he’d ever experienced, every memory he’d made and action he’d performed up until that very instant, was somehow false. That he’d been an actor in someone else’s play, a puppet on a string, and that none of the decisions he’d ever made were truly his own.

He felt like a man who’d been asleep all his life, in an endless coma, who’d only woken up for the first time in that very instant.

The strangeness and dislocation faded as quickly as it came. The ground that rose to meet him was very real. So was the elf girl and her sleek, fine body, even as she lifted one heel to try and kick him off of her.

“Fucking human!” she snarled, her eyes glowing faintly. Wind blew over them both, and the air had a smell to it unlike anything that had ever met his nostrils before. “You’d better let me go! The portal’s about to close!”

With a start, Caleb realized the elf girl was right. The door behind him already looked like less of a door—it was beginning to shrink and distend, like it being sucked away through a giant’s straw. He let out a gasp, his heart hammering against his ribcage at the thought of being stranded in this strange, unfathomable world.

But he wouldn’t leave without what belonged to him.

He shoved the elf girl to the side and picked up the adze. As he did so, the dog’s head on the pommel of the tool seemed to wink at him, one ruby flashing as his fingers found the grip.

The elf girl saw it. “You’re a Crafter?” she gasped, her eyes going as wide as the green moon above their heads. “Oh shit—!”

The adze unfolded.

It wasn’t the right word for what the tool did, but it was the only word that made any sense to Caleb. His eyes watered as the thing exploded outward, its pieces snapping into the shape of another door. A portal—this one was right next to them, sucking them inside like the mouth of a great aquatic beast.

The elf girl opened her mouth to swear, but it was already too late. Both Caleb and the intruder were pulled inside that strange portal.

A brilliant green light filled Caleb’s eyes, and the world went out like a cheap candle.


Chapter 4

“It happens to everybody the first time,” the elf girl assured him in a shaky voice. “I’m feeling it, too. You’ll be alright in a minute.”

Caleb was on his hands and knees, retching onto the carpet. The feeling of dislocation and dissociation he’d felt when he’d stepped through that door in his grandfather’s cellar was nothing compared to what he’d experienced when that strange portal swallowed both him and the elf girl up. He felt as if someone had taken all of his organs out of his body, shaken them vigorously, then done a half-assed job of shoving them back where they were supposed to be.

Caleb retched some more, dry heaving. Nothing came up; not even the macaroni he’d had for dinner that night. After a few moments the spasms passed, and he lay down on the floor of the strange new place they’d found themselves in.

The elf girl’s voice reached him from what felt like a long distance. “Why the fuck didn’t you just tell me you were a Crafter? Shit, we could have saved so much trouble! I never would have tried to steal your vorlesen off you if I’d known…”

Her mistake meant little to Caleb. She was a thief, plain and simple. She’d broken into his house in the middle of the night to steal his… for lessen? His adze, in any case.

He didn’t trust this woman, even now that she was trying to make nice. But maybe he could get a few answers out of her.

It took a few more moments for Caleb to gather the strength to rise. His organs still felt all out of place, and maybe like his dinner had accidentally been moved from his stomach to his pancreas. Rolling over was hard; sitting up was harder.

Where were they?

His first thought was that they’d somehow made it outside and wound up at the Ren Faire. A large red circus tent stretched above their heads, the friendly fabric too high to be reached with his fingertips or even a thrown object. The air felt slightly chilly, as if someone had an incredible air conditioning system and wasn’t shy about using it.

He glanced down—and found himself looking at a distorted version of his own face.

Caleb scrambled backward, his heart hammering in his chest. For a moment, panic reigned. Then he realized what he was looking at.

A mirror. Just a mirror.

A funhouse mirror, by the look of it. It had several curves which caused the glass to look wobbly, distorting the look of the person staring into it. Caleb had seen such things before, though he hadn’t attended a circus since he was a kid. His mom took him shortly after the divorce out of some misguided attempt to assuage her own guilt. He hadn’t enjoyed himself, and the attempt had never been repeated.

“I should have warned you about that,” the elf girl said. She knelt in the dirt next to him, all leather and buckles and smooth, silvery skin. It was the first real look he’d gotten at the intruder since he’d woken up with her straddling him. Despite his dislike, he couldn’t help but notice how good-looking she was. “You’re never really sure what kind of Item World you’re trapped inside of ahead of time. People say that certain kinds of items are more likely to spawn certain worlds, but there’s definitely an element of chance to the whole thing.”

Item… World? Chance?

The elf girl looked around her, making a face. “This one doesn’t seem so bad,” she said, though she sounded like she was trying to reassure herself. “I might make it out of this in one piece, even with an inexperienced human. After all, you’re a Crafter.”

Another word Caleb didn’t understand. His head pounded—it felt like part of his brain had been squished in the transition between his grandfather’s basement and wherever here was. He wished he had some Advil.

“Here, drink this,” the elf girl said. She unbuckled a flask from her belt and handed it to him.

Caleb stared at it, his brows furrowing together. He was thirsty, but…?

The look on his face must have shown. “What, you think it’s poison?” The elf girl unscrewed the top and squirted a bit of the liquid inside into her mouth, in full view of Caleb. “It’s just water, human. Ordinary stuff. I wouldn’t kill you—I need you too badly. I can’t get out of this place without you!”

That was news to Caleb. The elf girl’s behavior reassured him enough to taste the water; it was clear and cold. He downed the whole thing in several gulps, feeling refreshed. The headache began to retreat.

“Shit, you were thirsty,” the elf girl said, hands on her hips. “Ready to stand? Need help?”

He did, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. “I’ve got it,” Caleb said, getting to his feet with slight difficulty. “Where the hell are we? Who are you? What the fuck is this place?”

“Lot of questions,” the elf girl said with a faint smile. “I guess the name part is the easiest. I’m Eira. You?”

“Caleb,” he said, looking the elf girl up and down. “Caleb Holdstock.”

The elf girl snorted. “I knew your last name, human. Your granddad was practically royalty.”

Was he? Caleb knew many people back in America would have referred to Gene Holdstock as such, but his own family didn’t seem to think so. In fact, the more he thought about his grandfather, the more he realized how little he really knew about the man. Living in his house was teaching him all sorts of things.

“Is that why you broke into his house?” Caleb asked.

Eira nodded. “Heard about the old man’s passing. Very sad. But criminals read the obituaries. Haven’t you heard?”

Caleb had. It was common practice to station some lesser family member at the homes of the deceased during a funeral, especially if the event was mentioned in the paper. There were too many vultures in the world; people who’d gladly use the opportunity to steal and loot. If Caleb hadn’t been in his grandfather’s will, such a duty might have fallen to him.

It was funny, when he thought about it that way.

Suddenly he realized the adze was gone. He looked all around him, searching for the tool, but it was nowhere to be found. He couldn’t see it in the elf girl’s belt, either.

“Where’s the adze?” he demanded. “Tell me where you hid it!”

The elf girl’s brows furrowed together. A faint smile spread across her face. “The vorlesen?”

“Don’t play games with me!” Caleb demanded. “You’re not just some cosplayer, are you? Those ears of yours, they’re real. Everything about you is real, isn’t it? So tell me what you did with my grandfather’s property!”

His property, now.

Eira frowned. “You really don’t know anything about being a Crafter, do you?”

Caleb shook his head. Some of his anger was already beginning to retreat. “I don’t even know what it means.”

Eira nodded. “Okay. In that case, it’s a good thing I got pulled into that portal with you. You’d be pretty confused if you ended up inside of an Item World alone. You might even start thinking you’d lost your mind!”

“I’m plenty confused now,” Caleb shot back. “And the thought that I’m insane isn’t far from my mind.”

“Well, you’re not,” Eira said. “Sorry. Okay, first off—you’re right. I’m not human. I know what you’re talking about when you say cosplayer, and I’ve heard of the dress-up events you humans do. It’s natural for you to confuse me with those people, but I’m not one of them.” She leaned in closer, inviting him to touch her ear. “Go on, grab ’em. You’ll see they’re real.”

Caleb felt silly doing it, but he tried it all the same. Either Eira’s ears were actually pointed, or she had the best prosthetic job he’d ever seen. But he knew that wasn’t the case.

It was strange how quickly he’d begun to accept all this. In movies and TV shows, it usually took someone from the real world a long time to accept that things like elves and magic were real. There was even a book series Caleb read as a kid where a guy was pulled into a fantasy world and never believed it was real.

Maybe he’d been primed by all those movies and TV shows to accept the truth of this. Or maybe it was just obvious.

He was in another world. There was a magic portal in his grandfather’s basement, and the strange tool in his safe was connected to it somehow. Eira was either an elf, or close enough that anyone in the real world who saw her would call her an elf.

“I believe you,” Caleb said. “Fuck, I believe all of it. So where’s the vorlesen?”

It was the first time he’d tried the unfamiliar word on for size. Strangely, it seemed to fit perfectly.

Eira grimaced. “So, that’s the tough part. We’re kinda, technically, sorta… inside of it right now.”

Inside of it?

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Caleb said. “The portal—”

“The portal took us inside of the vorlesen. It opened up an Item World—probably because the vorlesen hasn’t been fully activated yet. Your grandfather probably disabled it before he put it in that safe, which means it’s up to you to activate it again.”

Activate the tool. Caleb shook his head, trying to make sense of everything the strange woman was telling him.

“I don’t get it,” Caleb said flatly. “I just want to know how to get home. How do we leave this place?”

“Oh, that part’s easy enough,” Eira said. “Take a look.”

The elf girl pointed. Caleb craned his neck to see, peering down the long corridor of mirrors in which they found themselves. It stretched before them like a funhouse in a carnival, filled with panes of glass, garish patterns, and rings of dirt suitable for a show by clowns, acrobats, or jugglers. A circus indeed.

All the way at the far end, barely visible from this distance, were a set of stairs. A golden flag lay on either side, fluttering in an invisible breeze.

“So, an Item World is made up of lots of different stories,” Eira explained. “Usually it’s full of monsters, too, but I’m not seeing any here. I’m not going to question that, by the way—as far as I can see, we’re lucky we’re not up to our necks in kobolds or something like that right now. Maybe your grandfather’s spirit is taking pity on you or something.”

Pity? Caleb frowned at the elf girl. “Maybe he knows I’ve been through a lot lately,” he said in a low voice. “Like having my house broken into.”

Eira swallowed hard and flashed an awkward smile. “Look, how long can you really hold that against me? I already told you if I knew you were a Crafter, I wouldn’t have tried to take the vorlesen away from you. It’s a part of you, and Gene clearly wanted you to have it. Besides, a vorlesen with a Crafter is worth way more than one that’s by itself.”

That didn’t make a lot of sense to Caleb. The fact that the elf girl had referred to his grandfather casually by his first name, like they were friends, set his teeth on edge.

“You keep saying that word,” Caleb said. “Crafter. I don’t know what it means.”

Eira sighed. “Why don’t we start heading to the flags?” she asked, nodding in the direction they needed to travel. “The sooner we reach those stairs, the sooner we can get out of here.”

Caleb wasn’t sure if he liked that. “You tried to run once before.”

The look on Eira’s face was genuine. “I regret that,” she said, sucking on her teeth. “Like I said, human, if I’d known… I didn’t, but I do now. What do you want me to say?”

“Sorry would be a good start,” Caleb grunted.

He took a few steps forward, only to realize the elf girl wasn’t following him. When he turned, he got the shock of his life.

Eira was down on one knee, her eyes fixed on the ground in front of her feet.

“Crafter,” she said in a formal tone, “I apologize for interfering with your work. I committed a grievous error, and accept whatever punishment you deem necessary for my transgressions.” Her gaze rose and she looked into his eyes. “My body is yours, should you desire it.”

Caleb’s jaw dropped. She wasn’t saying what he thought she was saying, was she?

“That… won’t be necessary,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “Look, just don’t do it anymore, alright? Be nice and don’t try to steal shit from me, and we’ll get along okay going forward.”

“Thank you.” Eira rose to her feet, and her formal manner evaporated. It was as if she’d put on a mask and taken it off—like her apology was part of some ancient ritual, and she was happy to have finished it. “I knew you wouldn’t try anything funny with me, human. You’d be a pretty big bastard if you made me serve you that way. Especially when I didn’t even know you were a Crafter!”

Belatedly, Caleb realized that Eira had been serious about her offer. Shit, he thought, shaking his head. This world is crazy.

“Let’s start there,” he said, holding up a hand. “You’re telling me I’m a Crafter. What the hell is that?”

Eira gestured down the path. “I’ll explain while we walk. Let’s go, Caleb.”

Together, they walked. It was a disorienting feeling, like striding through a hall of mirrors that refused to end. The walls were covered in glass, distorting both Caleb and Eira’s reflections until they looked like grim parodies of the people they were.

Caleb noticed that Eira was on edge, her hand straying to her belt unconsciously over and over again as she felt for a weapon that wasn’t there. He remembered her earlier comment about monsters, and wondered if they were truly as safe inside this ’Item World’ as the elf girl said they were.

“So, now that we’re friends and all,” Eira said cheerfully, “would you mind giving me back my knife?”

Caleb glanced down at the weapon in his belt. “No, I don’t think so,” he said after a moment’s thought. “Not yet. You were saying, about Crafters?”

The elf girl’s face fell. She glanced at the weapon once more, entreating with her eyes, but when it became clear she wasn’t going to get it, she sighed and rolled those same eyes. “Fine, have it your way.”

“I will.” Caleb couldn’t resist twisting the knife. Metaphorically and literally.

Eira sighed again. “You know, it’s going to take a long time for us to get out of here if you don’t trust me. A really long time. Plus, you don’t know how to fight monsters and I do.”

“I thought you said there weren’t any monsters in here.”

“I said I think there are no monsters in here,” Eira shot back. “I don’t know for sure. Nobody does—not until they open up an Item World and see what’s inside.”

Caleb nodded. “I want to trust you, Eira. But, I mean, you were just trying to rob me.”

“I apologized for that,” she insisted. “I even did it in the old way, so you know I mean it. I really do feel bad about what I did, Caleb. I was desperate, okay? I had my reasons.”

Caleb didn’t particularly care what those reasons were. “It’s kind of hard for me to think the two of us are cool when you held a knife to my throat.”

Eira’s smile looked a trifle forced. “What if I agree to tell you what you want to know? All about Crafters, and the Item World, and what that vorlesen can do for you once you figure out how to use it!”

Caleb frowned. “You’ll do that anyway, Eira. You owe me.”

She laughed. “You’re kidding me.”

“Not at all. You would have been better off if I had taken you up on your offer, Eira. At least then I’d feel like I owed you something, and had to get you out of here.”

“Me?” The elf girl looked shocked. “I’m the one getting you out of here, human! You’re lost without me…”

Caleb was already shaking his head again. “I’ve just got to head for the gold flag. Like this is a Mario level, and I’m trying to get to the castle. Sounds pretty simple, actually.”

“I have no idea what that means,” Eira whispered.

“What it means,” Caleb shot back, “is you’re just as trapped in here as I am. Except I’ve got a weapon and you don’t. So if those monsters show up, you’re kind of screwed, aren’t you?”

A look of amazement slowly dawned on Eira’s face. “You really are Gene’s grandson, aren’t you? Shit, I made one hell of a mistake trying to rob you…”

“You did,” Caleb agreed. “You’re going to be paying for it for a while, but if you keep your head about you, this might end up going alright for you. Now let’s get moving. You can explain things to me on the way.”

Eira looked pissed, but couldn’t say no. “Great. Turns out I’m serving you after all. And I don’t even get orgasms in the deal!”

“Get moving,” Caleb said with a half-smile. “I want to get back to my own world already.”

Together, they made their way through the funhouse.


Chapter 5

Caleb had been walking through the Item World for ten minutes when he first saw the shadow in the mirror.

At least, he was pretty sure it had been ten minutes. He couldn’t quite tell, as his cell phone no longer worked. Whatever magic existed beyond the chalk door in his grandfather’s basement seemed to scramble technology—when he looked down at his phone, all he saw was a mass of random pixels.

He was looking up from the phone for the fourth or fifth time when he saw it. Something flashed in the glass directly ahead of him—this mirror made him look as if he was seven feet tall, with cartoonishly long legs and a tiny stub of a torso. He blinked, turning his head this way and that, but the shadow was already gone. He dismissed it.

Caleb cleared his throat. “You were going to tell me about Crafters,” he prompted.

Eira had been quiet ever since they’d started on their way. He could tell the elf girl didn’t like that he wouldn’t give back her knife, and that she’d probably be a whole hell of a lot nicer and more talkative with her weapon. But Caleb liked holding onto it. Just in case.

Eira glanced over at him, her silver eyes flashing. “I don’t see why I should,” she grumbled.

Caleb sighed. Just my luck, he thought. I’m stuck here with a girl who has the face of an elf, the body of a goddess, and the attitude of a rabid weasel.

Well, there was nothing to be done about it now. His best course of action would be to get out of here as soon as possible. Once he was out of the ’Item World’ and back in the land beyond the door, maybe he could get some answers.

Thinking about that led him to a natural question. “Eira?”

The elf girl looked up. She’d been examining herself in a mirror that made her look even more busty than usual. “Hmm?”

“The land outside of the Item World. The one on the other side of my grandfather’s door. What is it? What’s it called?”

For a moment, he thought Eira wasn’t going to reply. Her gaze flickered to the knife, then back to his face. Then she sighed, something inside of her finally giving. Maybe she’d realized that this journey truly was going to be boring if she kept giving him the silent treatment.

“This place is known as the Wyrdworld,” the elf girl explained, glancing back at him over her shoulder. “For many reasons.”

Wyrdworld? “Sounds creepy,” Caleb said, thinking as he walked. “Like it ought to be full of dead people or something like that.”

Eira was already shaking her head. “Wyrd is just an old word for ‘fate’,” she explained, gesturing at the tent in which they were trapped. “We elves tend to think a lot of fate. Not like you humans. You just go about your days without ever really thinking of destiny.”

“How would you know what humans think?”

She grinned. “A lot of girls like to come up to your world specifically to hook up with humans. They tend to gossip when they come back.”

Caleb caught himself coughing almost uncontrollably. “Pardon?”

A knowing smile flickered across Eira’s face. “God, you’re such a prude, aren’t you? I should have known when you didn’t take me up on my offer. Most Earth boys would jump for joy at the chance to hook up with an elf…”

“Most Earth boys didn’t have that elf hold a knife to their neck. And before you make the joke, no, I’m not the sort of guy who’s into that stuff. So don’t even go there.”

“I wasn’t gonna!” Eira protested. But there was a naughty little smile on her face, all the same.

“The Wyrdworld,” Caleb repeated, trying to process it all. A world beneath the real world, where things like elves existed. Not to mention magical tools that opened portals in reality when you tried to use them. A real never never land…

Something clicked in his head.

“Other girls,” he muttered. “You mean there’s supernatural creatures coming and going all the time through the door in my granddad’s basement?”

It was absurd, but the thought that jumped to his mind when he thought of it was that constant supernatural visitors were going to make it way harder for him to sell the mansion. Not too many buyers wanted to purchase a haunted house.

Eira snickered at the idea. “There’s lots of portals between Earth and the Wyrdworld,” she said, ticking them off on her fingers. “Acheron, Taenerum, Centralia PA. There’s that one field in Sicily, and there’s always the portals under the DMV…”

Caleb wasn’t sure if the elf was joking about that last part or not.

“The point is, there’s lots of ways to get in and out of the Wyrdworld,” Eira said. “Getting in and out of Item Worlds is a hell of a lot harder, though.”

“Tell me about it,” Caleb said. “We’re in a world inside of a world. How’d we get into this predicament, anyway?”

“You started it,” Eira said, sticking out her tongue. “If I’d known you were a Crafter—”

“You wouldn’t have tried to steal the adze,” Caleb said, waving the elf’s words away with a gesture. “I know. You’ve apologized for it several times now.”

“Not what I meant,” Eira said, putting her hands on her hips. “What I was saying was, if I knew you were a Crafter I wouldn’t have let you activate the vorlesen within the Wyrdworld’s borders. Not until you’d had some training in the proper way to operate it.”

The tool had sent them both here. When Caleb touched it, it exploded—and opened a portal that sent them to this Item World both of them were stranded in. He had something to do with all that, though he still wasn’t quite sure what.

“To be honest, I’m shocked your granddad didn’t leave you a note or something explaining all this.” Eira rubbed the back of her neck as she spoke, a gesture that was mirrored by dozens of reflections as they walked beneath the big top. “From everything I’ve heard about Gene Holdstock, he was a pretty well-prepared guy. It’s strange that he didn’t give his heir the tools he needed to claim his inheritance.”

“I think he did,” Caleb said. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. “He left a note on the door in the basement. It referenced another letter he was supposed to have sent me, but I never got it.”

“Hmm.” Eira’s face grew serious, and she nodded. “Maybe someone from the Serpent squad grabbed it.”

Serpent? The word made Caleb give a start. His uncle’s last note had mentioned serpents.

“What the hell are the Serpents?” he asked. The words came out a touch harsher than he’d intended.

Eira gave him an odd, hushed look. “People who don’t like it when there’s commerce between your world and mine. They were always trying to stop Gene, from what I understand. He was the most gifted Crafter I ever heard of.”

Caleb paused next to another floor to ceiling mirror. He thought for a moment that he’d seen a shadow in its corner, but when he looked at the spot where it would have been in the tent, there was nothing there.

“You still haven’t explained to me what a Crafter is,” he said firmly. “You’ve been awfully coy about that part of all this.”

Eira squared her shoulders and sighed. “A Crafter is… extremely important. And powerful. It’s kind of difficult to explain why that is. I’d really hoped your grandpa might have clued you into it before he kicked the bucket.”

A flicker of annoyance showed on Caleb’s face. “I’m sorry, he didn’t. You’ll just have to enlighten me.”

Eira stopped walking and gathered her thoughts. “A blacksmith can make a sword or a shield. Down here, they can make a pretty good one, even if you’re not willing to pay a wing and a leg. Apothecaries can make potions, herbalists can make medicine, wizards can write spells…”

“All things which I was not. Nor my grandfather.”

“I’m getting to it. Other professions can make things, but only a Crafter can make them better. You have a very special gift, Caleb.”

Caleb frowned. Eira ’s explanation didn’t make a lot of sense. She could see it, too.

“Look, let’s say someone gave you a jug of poison.” Eira held her hands up quickly, forestalling any questions from him. “I’m not going to say I would do that, human! This is just an example. Say they had a jug of poison and they wanted you to purify it. To use your Crafter powers on it.”

“Okay,” Caleb said, playing along. “How would I do that?”

“You’d touch it with the vorlesen,” the elf explained, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “And you’d open a portal into it. Into the world inside of it.”

There’s a world inside of poison? Caleb thought. If there was a circus inside of his grandfather’s old adze, then he supposed there could be a universe inside of just about anything.

“You run through the Item World, make it to the end of the first floor, and leave,” Eira explained. “When you pop back out of the portal, the poison is gone—instead, the jug is just full of gross river water.”

“So I purify it by… what? Undergoing trials?”

“Something like that. Here’s where it gets interesting.”

“It’s plenty interesting already,” Caleb said, but Eira was already headlong into her next point.

“Say you went to the end of the Item World, then went up the stairs instead of leaving. You’d find yourself on a whole other level of the world—what those in the crafting business call a Stratum. If you fought your way through the second stratum of that vial of poison and then left the Item World, it wouldn’t be gross river water any longer. It’d be cool, clean water that’s safe to drink.”

“I’d be refining it further,” Caleb said, the concept clicking in his head. Isn’t that curious…

“Right! And if you went up another Stratum, you might turn it from poison into a healing potion.” Eira was really getting into this now. “The sky’s the limit—literally. But each Stratum is harder than the ones that came before. Only really experienced Crafters can clear multiple Stratums in the same Item World—your grandfather was one of those, from what I’ve heard. He could literally do miracles.”

Interesting. Despite how crazy it all sounded, Caleb found himself intrigued by the general prospect. The idea of exchanging effort for refinement felt like a fair trade, and the idea that the item in question could become just about anything that was better than what it had been before filled his head with possibilities.

This is what I can do, Caleb thought. This is what my grandfather tried to tell me about before he died. Now I wish I’d found this letter he wrote me.

Something else had just occurred to him, too.

“So this Item World, it’s inside of my uncle’s Crafting tool?” Caleb asked. “This thing you keep calling a For Lessen?”

“Vorlesen,” Eira corrected, rolling the first syllable like a German teacher. “And yes. It lost its power when its Crafter died, so it’s more or less inert. Clearing the first Stratum of the Item World will turn it back on, and allow you to start Crafting for yourself.”

“Uh huh.” He glanced to the side a moment, chasing another shadow, but it was gone before he could focus on it. “I have two questions about that, if you don’t mind.”

Eira smiled. “Sure,” she said, spreading her hands. “Ask away. But we really should get out of here soon. I know this place looks empty as shit, but it’s probably anything but.”

You have no idea, Caleb thought. “Okay, first question. Do you remember when you were straddling me with that knife against my neck, and I tried to tell you how much my grandfather’s adze was worth?”

Eira grimaced, as if she’d rather forget that she’d ever threatened Caleb. “Yes. You said it was worth a couple thousand of your Earth dollars, and you didn’t understand why someone would risk imprisonment in order to steal it.” A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Hopefully you understand better now.”

“I think I do. The vorlesen’s worth a hell of a lot more in your world, right?”

Eira let out a little noise that sounded like shah. “Are you kidding me? We’re inside of Gene Holdstock’s vorlesen. This thing is worth a fortune!”

And that, Caleb thought, would be why you stole it.

He wasn’t sure what he was going to do with that information just yet. Probably nothing. But he tucked it away in his back pocket, just in case.

“Alright, second question.” He gestured at the far end of the big top tent. “If we’re inside of my grandfather’s Crafting tool, why don’t we take the stairs instead of capturing the flag?”

Caleb thought he’d already seen the limits of Eira’s shock. He was wrong. The beautiful elf gave a start like she’d been slapped, her eyes filling with horror.

“Are you kidding me? That’s suicide, Caleb!”

“You said every floor refines the object even more. From the way you described it, it sounds like there’s a compound effect—like going up a floor increases the amount of the refining. I’m actually starting to suspect there’s an exponential effect to it, if you can climb high enough in the Item World…”

Eira looked like she wanted to slap him. “Look, I realize you’re completely new at this,” she whispered, stepping closer. “But we’re actually really, really lucky that we’re not swimming in monsters right now. I suspect your grandfather actually put a charm or something on this vorlesen, to keep monsters away on the first Stratum. Trust me when I say we should get out of here as soon as possible. Refining a vorlesen isn’t like making a potion or a shield better, Caleb. It’s a slog that even experienced crafters have difficulty with—”

“You’re wrong,” Caleb blurted.

Eira went cross eyed. “I know what I’m talking about,” the elf hissed. “You need to listen to me—”

“Not about that.” He slowly turned, gesturing at one of the wobbly mirrors along the walls. “You’re wrong about my uncle putting a charm on this place. About there not being any monsters here on the first Stratum.” He spoke in a whisper. “There’s one right there.”

Eira turned on a heel. The shadow in the glass was gone in an instant, but not quickly enough that the elf girl didn’t see it leave. Eira stood as still as a statue for a long time after the shadow was gone. Her nails dug into her palms so deeply that Caleb wondered if they bled.

“That is very, very bad,” she whispered. “You should really give me that knife, Caleb.”

Should he? Part of him wanted to keep it for himself. God only knew which of them the shadow monster would decide was the easier prey. If the thing sprang from the shadows at him, he wanted to be armed.

“You’re sure you won’t just stab me with it?” Caleb asked.

Eira shook her head, giving him a look that was as serious as any Girl Scout’s. “I won’t,” she said, making a sign between her breasts. “I wouldn’t have done it before, and I won’t do it now. Especially now that I know you’re a Crafter.”

Caleb frowned. “Why would that make a difference?”

Eira let out a little laugh. “You haven’t figured it out yet, have you? Crafters are incredibly important to the Wyrdworld’s economy. If you make it out of this with a working vorlesen, you’re going to be one rich human. You might even wind up serving in the Celestial Senate!”

Political office was the last thing Caleb wanted in his life. The rest of Eira’s sentence didn’t make him feel particularly good, either.

“So I’m just a meal ticket to you, then?” he asked, sounding shocked. “That’s it?”

Eira looked like she’d been slapped. He could tell the accusation hurt her, even if there was a smidgeon of truth to it. A look of shame flooded the elf girl’s face, and suddenly she had trouble meeting his eyes.

“You are not just a meal ticket to me,” she said. “I’m sorry, Caleb. I really am. If I hadn’t needed this so badly, I never would have come here. I wouldn’t have done any of this.”

Caleb snorted. “I’m not sure about that,” he said, shaking his head. “Every time I start to think you might be alright, you let a little bit of the mask slip with stuff like that ’rich human’ crack. I think you’re just a thief.”

Eira’s ears flattened against her head. “I am not!”

Her denial was so strong and sharp that Caleb was thrown off for a moment. But just a moment. “From where I’m standing, that’s exactly what you are.” He gestured around him, at the circus tent and the weird mirrors. At the Item World he’d found himself trapped inside of. “You broke into my home, stole my property, and brought me to this fucked up place without my permission. Sounds like a thief to me.”

Eira had the decency to look ashamed. “You don’t understand the first thing about me,” she protested, crossing her arms over her chest. Her gaze traveled to the ground between her feet, her look of shame deepening. “You don’t know what I’ve been through. And if you knew anything about the Wyrdworld, you’d realize that apologizing in the old way ought to be more than enough to convince you!”

“Unfortunately for you, I’m a pretty new school guy.”

But he was beginning to wonder. Would the right thing to do be giving the woman the weapon to defend herself with? Or would it be hanging onto the knife, and using it to protect her if the shadow monster struck?

He had little time to wonder about it. In the corner of his eye, he noticed a dark stain on one of the funhouse mirrors. Something was sneaking up on them, trying its best not to be noticed. Caleb’s grip tightened on the hilt of Eira’s knife.

“Eira,” he said, trying his best to keep his tone neutral and conversational. “Don’t move.”

She stiffened up, her back like a metal rod. “It’s right behind me, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Just stay calm. Give me a second.”

He waited as the shadow drew closer. As it filled the silvery space of the mirror, he thought he could see protrusions sticking out of either side of the intruder’s head—like horns. A demon? Some kind of deer monster?

Caleb wasn’t sure. But whatever it was, he was going to destroy it.

It came closer. And closer. And…

Now!

Caleb twisted at the waist and swung. The figure stood inches behind Eira, so close that the elf girl was forced to duck and roll across the dirt floor of the circus tent to avoid the knife. The thing that had emerged from the mirror shuddered, too startled to move out of the way in time.

Got you!

Caleb stabbed with the knife—and froze.

The black blade of Eira’s knife hovered in the air, inches away from the target’s face. The intruder stared at the weapon without fear, gazing past it to the young man it had been stalking through the funhouse world all of this time.

“Myau!” the catgirl said.


Chapter 6

“Oh no,” Eira said, the color draining from her face. “Caleb, stay back! Don’t touch it!”

What? Caleb relaxed, his fingers no longer tensing around the hilt of the black blade. It was no monster that stood before him. Monsters weren’t this cute.

The top of the catgirl’s head only came up to the middle or so of Caleb’s chest. She had large, expressive eyes, sandy brown fur and a wide, friendly smile. The protrusions he’d taken for horns were merely the creature’s ears, which stood out from the sides of her head the way he’d seen in dozens of TV shows and anime series. In fact, the way she looked was so stereotypical that he was thrown off of his game for a few seconds.

“Myu!” the catgirl purred. She lifted her paws, and Caleb saw that she was wearing a short black dress with a frilly white apron. A big pink bow rested at the hollow of her throat, with a choker keeping it fastened around her neck.

She’s cute, Caleb thought. A little small, sure. But far from the weirdest thing I’ve seen today.

“Caleb!” Eira’s voice cracked like a whip behind him. “Step away from the malkini! Now!”

Huh? Caleb glanced over his shoulder. Eira had recovered from her roll and was standing a short distance away, her face pale with shock. From the way she stared at the cuddly creature standing in front of Caleb, he would have thought it was a demon who’d come out of the mirror.

“Step away from the what?” Caleb asked. “What’s the big deal? It’s a catgirl.”

The creature let out another gentle meow sound as he turned back toward her, then knelt down a bit and stuck her head in his direction.

She wants me to pet her, Caleb thought.

“Aww, she’s cute!” he said, stroking the side of the catgirl’s face. Or malkini, whatever Eira wanted to call her. “Shit, to think I almost stabbed you! You should have let us know you were coming.”

“It is not a catgirl,” Eira said in a tight voice. “It’s a creature called a malkini, Caleb. And they are a plague on the Wyrdworld!”

Caleb didn’t see how something as cute as the catgirl could be a plague.

“Of course she’s cute,” Eira continued. “That’s how they get you! Thy ensnare humans, radiating an aura of adorability in order to compel people to… STOP PETTING HER!”e

Caleb had started doing it without even realizing. He was just so used to petting cats; when one came up to you, it was the most natural thing in the world to give it a quick rub or a pat.

“I don’t see what’s so wrong with it,” Caleb said. “What did you say she has? An aura of adorability? Yeah, I can definitely see that.” He glanced up from the catgirl to the elf girl staring at him. “You said this thing is a monster—?”

The malkini’s claws dug into his arm.

“Ah!” Caleb kept a smile on his face, but there was pain in it, too. “Alright, good kitty. There’s no reason to claw me, now. We’re just passing through, giving you some love!”

“Shit,” Eira hissed. She was next to him in an instant, grabbing at the malkini. “Let him go, you… you harridan! You succubus! You virago!”

Eira’s vocabulary was growing more arcane by the minute. If he didn’t do something to stop her, she’d pull out the really antiquated terms.

The malkini resisted being dislodged from Caleb’s side. Every time he tried to move the catgirl, her claws flashed from her furry paws, digging into him. He didn’t really want to push her away, truth be told, but Eira was pretty insistent.

The catgirl let out a yowl as Eira grabbed at her tail. Now that Caleb looked, he noticed that it was much longer than an ordinary cat’s, and the end had several barbs sticking from the fur. It made him think of a whip, and wondered if the malkini could use her appendage in such a manner when threatened.

He tried to picture those barbs piercing his skin. He shuddered.

“Alright, kitty,” Caleb said, trying to strike a reasonable pose. The cat was cute, no doubt about that, but he and Eira had work to do. The sooner they got out of the Item World the better, as far as he was concerned. “This has been fun, but you need to let me go now. I can’t spend all day petting a cat…”

A strange smile flickered across the malkini’s face. “Brah!”

Caleb felt his brows furrowing together. “Did that… did that catgirl just call me brah?”

“Don’t listen to her!” Eira sounded more distressed with each passing moment. “Malkini are everywhere in Item Worlds—they’re a major problem in the Wyrdworld.”

A sense of unease filled Caleb’s stomach. “They are?”

Eira nodded. “They were part of a fad a couple of decades ago; the perfect pet for any goblin or pixie. The company that made them used the slogan ’a familiar that’s a little more familiar’. They sold millions of the damn things, and then they started breeding!”

“Brah!” The malkini sounded more sure of herself now; she clung to Caleb with a desperation that felt almost sensual. “Look in my eyes, brah! Come on!”

“She’s talking,” Caleb muttered. “You didn’t tell me these things could talk!”

Eira’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling as she sighed. “They take on the attributes of whoever they spend time around,” she said in a desultory tone. “Around humans, it’s common for them to use human slang. This one’s going to just get more and more talkative the longer she spends around you!”

The malkini rubbed up against Caleb, letting out a long and lustrous purr. Only now did he feel the soft, budding breasts against his side, or see the way the malkini’s tail curled around his upper thigh.

Was this a sex thing?

“You mentioned breeding,” he said, all the good cheer gone from his voice.

“Yeah, brah!” The malkini let out a little giggle, her eyes glowing with a pale pink light. It was the same shade as her bowtie, and looking at it made Caleb want to look at it even more. “Let’s breed, brah! Ain’t I cute? Come on, let’s go be cute together!”

There was something really wrong about this.

“No, I’m… I’m not interested in a relationship right now,” Caleb muttered. He tried to pull away, but his slightest movement caused the malkini’s claws to prick him. Now that she had her tail around his upper thigh, she could use those barbs of hers to do some very nasty things to some sensitive parts of his anatomy if he tried to escape her grasp.

“They’re a plague on the Wyrdworld,” Eira growled. Her fingers tugged at the malkini’s dress, trying without success to scoot both of them closer to the flag at the end of the path. “There’s so many of them that people use them for all kinds of things. Industrial slaves, cannon fodder—I’ve heard of mad scientists who use them for all kinds of experiments, even.”

“That sounds cruel,” Caleb said. Despite the odd, lewd behavior of the catgirl, he certainly didn’t want her to get blown up or experimented on.

Eira snickered. “They’re not sentient in the way that you and I are.” With a sigh, she let the malkini go, admitting defeat. “Talking to one is like talking to a chatbot. A really horny chatbot, who wants affection in whatever way they can get it.”

“Brah! My eyes are up here, brah!” The malkini pursed her pouty lips, then flashed a toothy grin. Her eyes glowed in the light of the big tent, and the way she rubbed Caleb was getting lewder than before. “Look at me! Keep petting me! Feed me! Feed me, human!”

“Don’t look in her eyes,” Eira said. The elf girl straightened up with a sigh and walked around Caleb, glancing down at the malkini wrapped around his leg. “Give me the knife. I’ll take care of it.”

What!? “You are not going to kill this girl,” Caleb said. “Nuh uh.”

“She’s not a girl!” Eira shouted. “She’s a plague! Haven’t you wondered why so many female elves and other magical creatures sneak into the human world to get laid?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it,” Caleb said, wiggling his leg. “Mostly I’m still in survival mode right now.”

Eira rolled her eyes. “Half the men of the Wyrdworld are holed up with their malkinis,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Once they get in your house, they never leave. They’re needy, and insistent with those claws. Once a demon or an elf invites them in for a little nookie, he can’t get them to leave. And they multiply.”

Caleb could imagine. “Alright,” he said, still shaking his leg. “But that doesn’t mean we can just kill this one!”

“Brah! Pet me, brah!” The malkini was sounding even more like a human girl now—though one with a California accent and a surfer’s vocabulary. Why choose that persona, of all things? “Come on, I’m so fluffy! Petting a cat releases endorphins and drops your stress levels!”

“Touch that cat,” Eira warned him gravely, “and you’ll never stop touching it.”

Caleb was really in a bind, wasn’t he? There was no way to get the malkini off him without serious damage. The claws in his leg wouldn’t be too bad, though they’d certainly hurt like a bitch. But that barbed tail, so close to his manhood…

Well. He didn’t want to think of what might happen.

Maybe he could just pet the poor malkini…

His hand was next to her face before he knew what he was doing. The pale pink glow in the catgirl’s eyes filled him like a strong drink, the aura of adorability piercing him all the way to the back of his skull. He sensed he was about to give in—that nothing would matter much to him except petting this cute catgirl.

If he lost himself, would Eira stab the poor malkini to save him? Or would she snatch back the knife and leave him here?

The thought was intolerable.

“Caleb, stop!” Eira warned. “No, don’t do it—!”

He reached for the malkini’s furry face. Her eyes glowed like a firework, like a fireworks display he’d never, ever want to stop staring at. She was so cute…

The walls of the Item World shuddered.

It was as if an earthquake had just hit the universe inside the tent. Caleb lost his balance, nearly toppling over, and the malkini went right along with him. The catgirl extended her claws a touch, digging in, but didn’t hurt him too bad.

What the hell was that? A warning? A message?

Whatever it was, he felt like himself again. He blinked.

And looked up into the funhouse mirror on the opposite side of the hall.

The tremor had loosed it from its frame, tilting it so that its reflection was even more distorted than most of the ones in the funhouse. Unlike most of the glass in that big tent, this one was angled in such a way that it showed an extreme close up—what would likely have been the nose or the face of someone looking at it while passing by.

At the crooked angle it had fallen, it showed the top of the catgirl’s head. Directly between her ears.

Something clicked in Caleb’s brain, and he got an idea.

“Here, kitty kitty,” he said, patting the cat right on the top of its head. The malkini’s hair was as soft and ethereal as spun silk, a rich carpet for his fingers. He felt something pass between himself and the malkini as he touched that special spot on the top of her head. It was a headpat for the ages.

The claws retreated from his leg.

“Oh nooooo!” The malkini rolled onto her back, sticking all four legs in the air and rocking back and forth. “Cuteness overload!”

Caleb was free! He hopped backward, putting Eira between him and the malkini. If it tried another adorability attack, he wanted it aimed at the elf girl, and not him—she seemed to know how to resist the creature’s charms better than he did.

Eira stared at the cat, her jaw open. Then she turned to Caleb and stared at him like she was seeing him for the very first time.

“What the hell did you just do?” she demanded.

“Headpats!” the malkini cried. Her despair mixed with the utter cuteness coursing through her body, a kawaii overload that sparked across her limbs like electric current. “The secret weakness of all malkini!”

Eira stared. “Bullshit,” she spat. “Plenty of Wyrdworld citizens have patted you people on the head! If that was the answer, it would be simple!”

“You’ve gotta do it riiiiight, brah!” the catgirl moaned. She kept rocking back and forth, her eyes rolling back in her head and her tongue lolling out of the side of her mouth. “Ah, that human knows just how to pat!”

“Well,” Eira said, grabbing Caleb by the shoulder. “I’ve learned something new today. Let’s get the hell out of here before she recovers—”

“Wait!” the malkini shrieked.

Caleb turned. The catgirl wasn’t back on her feet yet, but there was a desperate look in her eyes. And something else, too, beneath all of that.

“You can’t be allowed to spread our secret!” the malkini insisted. She pointed at him with a furry paw, a single claw escaping from her index finger. “I’m sorry, human, but I have to ensnare you with my cuteness! I can’t let you go!”

Laughter bubbled in the back of Caleb’s throat. He’d been primed by Eira to expect fantastic, sensational things in the Wyrdworld and inside of Item Worlds, but this was utterly ridiculous. A living catgirl who overwhelmed her targets with cuteness? A whole plague of them, spreading through Eira’s world and demanding headpats?

It was too absurd to be believed.

“Good luck,” Caleb shot over his shoulder. “Come on, Eira. You’re right. We need to get out of here.”

They were ten steps away from the malkini when her shriek split the Item World.

“Cute Catgirl Squad, Assemble!” the catgirl cried, her voice rising higher and higher. The walls of the big tent shook for the second time in as many minutes, and this time there was no hidden message or help in it. “Stop that human! Overwhelm him with your cuteness!”

The floor rumbled. More shadows appeared in the mirrors surrounding the funhouse—lots of them. Dozens, if Caleb had to guess.

Eira grabbed his hand. “Run!” the elf girl shrieked, pointing at the flag. “We’ve got to get out of here, now!”

Caleb ran.

The next few moments passed in a blur. As Caleb and Eira raced through the circus tent, the mirrors around them began to shudder and shake. Malkini spilled from the reflective surfaces.

He’d been wrong about their number. There were way more than dozens. Hundreds.

They shot from the glass, peeked out from around it, dropped from the folds of the ceiling. They must have been watching Caleb and Eira since they’d arrived in the Item World, just waiting for their chance to ensnare the travelers with their extreme cuteness. Suddenly there was a rich carpet of writhing, adorable bodies standing between Caleb and his goal.

“Shit!” Eira drew up short, her hand reaching for a knife that was no longer at her belt. “They’re blocking us! There’s nowhere to run!”

The front row of malkini struck the cutest poses they could. Their eyes grew big and wide, their lips trembling as they knelt on the sand and begged for cuddles.

“Myaaaaau!” one roared, rolling onto her back to show off her furry belly.

“Brah!” one cried, lifting a hand and twirling her tail like a rope. “Brah!”

Caleb refused to be swayed. “I’ve got this,” he informed his companion. “Get behind me!”

For a miracle, Eira did as he asked. The elf girl hissed something about hoping he knew what he was doing, but she didn’t protest as she took her place at his back. He felt her dig her fingers into his shoulders, and was grateful that she didn’t even try to get her hands on the knife.

The first few malkini pouted and preened, trying to get Caleb’s attention. He knew their tricks now, though.

He grabbed the first one he could see and gave her head a vigorous patting.

The malkini fell backward as if hit with a cannon. She howled in a mixture of pleasure and despair, pink sparks rippling up and down her arms and legs as she experienced cuteness overload. Her hair stood up in patches from the energy.

“Braaaah!” the felled malkini whimpered. “Brah, it’s sooooo cute! I can’t even!”

Caleb didn’t stop there. He waded into the field of catgirls, both hands moving as quickly as he could. Catgirl after catgirl received headpats, and each one he touched fell away as if they were the ones who’d gotten too much attention, rather than the other way around.

For every one he pet, another six gathered around him. He felt claws digging into his legs, whiplike tails wrapping around his thighs. Eira’s fingers dug deeper into his shoulders as she hissed, doing her best to kick the cute catgirls away from them both.

“There’s too many of them!” the elf girl insisted. “Give me the knife! I’ll cut our way out!”

“Are you kidding me?” Caleb shouted back. “It’ll be a massacre if I give you that knife!”

He felt Eira huff behind him, but the elf girl didn’t dare do anything else. She was far too busy holding on for dear life.

Caleb played the bongos with the heads of the malkini in front of him. More popped up, like he was playing whack-a-mole at an arcade with a special catgirl theme. Dimly, he worried about doing damage to the poor things by patting their heads so hard, but they seemed to like it. The harder he pet them, the longer the cuteness overload lasted.

Soon there was a river of downed malkini behind Caleb and Eira. The gold flag was in sight—it waited little more than a stone’s throw away, with a set of winding stairs sitting next to it. Those stairs wound up and up, improbably disappearing into the red fabric of the big top’s roof like they led to some other level of reality. Which was exactly the case.

Caleb no longer felt any temptation to try the stairs. To be perfectly honest, he didn’t give a shit what might lay on the second Stratum of the Item World inside of his grandfather’s vorlesen. This first floor was difficult enough to navigate.

With more and more catgirls hanging from his body, Caleb advanced step by step. Meows and purrs and brah’s filled the air as the tiny, lewd creatures clung to every part of his and Eira’s bodies. The pair were so close now—just a few more steps…

Suddenly the malkini all let go at once.

The move was so unexpected that Caleb tumbled forward, his momentum sending him to the ground. Eira slammed into his back, falling right along with him, her elbow hitting him between the shoulders and knocking the wind out of him. He struggled to rise, but the elf girl was wrapped around the lower half of his body as tightly as any malkini. He was tempted to kick her away, but didn’t want to hurt her.

A shadow fell over them both.

Caleb looked up. Standing in front of the stairs, the light from the roof of the big top gleaming off her helmet, was a malkini wearing a suit of armor. A sword as long as Caleb was tall hung from the creature’s belt, dragging along the floor like a second tail. He couldn’t see how the malkini could possibly draw it.

“Halt, brah!” the furry catgirl purred, giggling. “You’re under arrest!”

Arrest? Caleb moaned, trying to lift himself up off the floor.

“What the hell am I under arrest for?”

A manic grin spread across the malkini’s face. “You’ve committed dozens of first-degree headpats! Along with aggravated refusal to submit to cuteness!”

As if this couldn’t get any weirder, Caleb thought. The Wyrdworld is bonkers!

“Get out of my way,” he said, scrambling to his feet. The golden flag was barely more than a few yards away. The stairs were close too, but he’d already decided not to bother with those. If this was what was waiting for them on the first Stratum, then God only knew what horrors lurked on the second floor.

A crowd of malkini gathered behind Caleb and Eira. They formed a semicircle, turning the space beneath the circus tent into an actual ring —and cutting off any hope of escape. The armored malkini was the ringmaster, and she looked like she knew it.

“I’m giving you one chance, human,” the malkini said. “I don’t want to have to hurt you. So please, turn yourself in. Submit to our cuteness! It’s for your own good, brah!”

An eternity of petting cats in an Item World. That wasn’t the worst afterlife Caleb could imagine, but it definitely wasn’t how he wanted to go out. Not when his life had so much promise.

He sprang forward, grabbing at the malkini’s helmet. The damn thing was fastened tightly—too tightly for him to remove it. The creature grinned like she had expected this, taking a step back and shaking her head.

“Ah ah, brah!” The malkini rapped on her forehead, making the metal sing. “No headpats for you! Not with this helmet on my head!”

Shit! The damn catgirl had figured out her own weakness!

“That’s right, brah,” the malkini continued, her eyes beginning to glow. “Me and all my sisters in here need lots and lots of attention! You’re going to be cuddling us and rubbing our bellies and just loving on us forever and ever and ever…”

Eira sprang to her feet, her black blade in her hand. “Caleb, be ready!”

The elf girl swung. How she’d gotten the knife Caleb didn’t know—he must have dropped it in the fall—but he couldn’t stand the thought of there being blood on his hands. Not when the creatures in question were just cute catgirls who wanted to be held and rubbed.

“No, don’t!” he cried, reaching for Eira.

For a moment, he was sure the elf was going to stab the malkini right between the eyes. Then Eira twisted at the waist, letting out a grunt as she forced the tip of her blade between the creature’s forehead and the metal of the helmet.

“Now!” she cried.

Eira flexed her wrist, lifting the helmet. The leather straps around the malkini’s chin stretched to their absolute limit, revealing about four inches of space between the metal armor and the top of the catgirl’s head.

Caleb didn’t hesitate. As soon as he saw the gap, he thrust his hand into it and gave the boss malkini the hardest, fiercest pat he could.

The catgirl unraveled like a ball of twine.

She dropped onto her back, her armor making a deep clanking sound as she rolled onto the sand. “Oh no!” she cried, gasping with maximum cuteness. Pink sparks flew over her body, and the other malkini gathered around oohed and ahhed even as they freaked out that their leader had been downed. “It’s so heckin’ cute, brah! Too cute!”

The way to the flag was clear. Caleb and Eira were only going to get one chance at it.

“Now!” he yelled, throwing himself at the exit.

Eira followed. The two hit the flag, fell through the shimmering portal, and disappeared in the blink of an eye.

The cries of the malkini followed them all the way home.


Chapter 7

The concrete floor hurt.

Caleb rolled through the portal, smacking his elbow on the floor of his grandfather’s basement as he landed face first in the cellar. Eira rolled in behind him, dismounting smoothly and coming up with a flushed face and a triumphant smile.

Behind them both, the portal sizzled and closed. They heard plaintive, cute wails as the thing sealed itself up like a zipper, from bottom to top. Its edges tilted inward, reshaping reality, and when Caleb next blinked, his grandfather’s adze lay on the basement floor.

Eira hadn’t been lying about Crafters being able to refine items. The adze looked completely transformed.

What had been a simple carving tool was now a staff of dark, stiff wood, tall enough that Caleb could use it as a walking stick if he wanted. Three thick cords of the wood braided around each other to form the base, with the leather grip the tool once had replaced by a comfortable place near the top to rest his hand.

The only part of the adze to be completely untouched was the silver dog’s head, which looked exactly the same with its ruby eyes and reassuring weight.

The head was now at the top, where he’d rest his palm if he were to use the staff for its intended purpose. The dog’s ruby eyes glinted at him, and for a moment he got the strangest sensation that it was winking at him.

The feeling lasted only an instant. The dog’s head was nothing more than a piece of jewelry again, hard and cold against the palm of his hand.

Eira lifted herself up on one knee, patting her body all over. Caleb watched her cast her gaze back at the portal, then all around the room, looking to see if any malkini had followed them from the Item World. Once it became clear that there weren’t any, the elf girl relaxed.

“Thank the Pointed God,” Eira sighed. “I thought those little monsters were going to smother us both!”

Caleb flopped over, shifting a bit to get more comfortable on the concrete floor. He could still hear the purrs and cries of the malkini inside of his skull, though the creatures were no longer in the room with them. He gripped his staff tight, pressing the tip of it against the concrete to help prop himself up.

The thought occurred to him: what happened to the inside of an Item World when a Crafter was done with it? Were all those malkini still living inside, going about their existences, or did they simply wink out of being the moment he and Eira shot through the portal?

If so, were they really real? Or were they just something the magic of the Crafter created?

Definitely something I’ll have to ask Eira about, he thought. He opened his mouth to speak, something clever on his lips.

“Uuuuuugh,” Caleb groaned. His mouth didn’t want to cooperate.

“You said it!” Eira shot to her feet and extended a hand. “That was some nice work back there, by the way, Caleb. Real nice. How the hell did you figure out the thing about petting the malkini on the head?”

“Huh?” he blurted. His words were coming back, but slowly. The sense of dislocation he’d felt upon first setting foot in an Item World recurred when he left it, though it was nowhere near as disorienting the second time around. “What are you asking me?”

Eira smirked, like she understood only too well what he was feeling. “The headpats,” she said, speaking slowly and carefully. “You’re not the first person I’ve heard of who tried reflecting a malkini’s aura of adorability back onto it, but you’re the first guy I’ve ever seen who actually made it happen. How did you know you could do that?”

How had he known? Caleb’s mind worked feverishly. He remembered the mirror, and the way it had been tilted to show off that special spot on top of the catgirl’s head. It had almost been like a tutorial in a video game, pointing out the secret weak spot that would make defeating the boss monster easy.

The mirror had fallen, hadn’t it? Gotten all crooked, because of…

“The earthquake,” Caleb muttered.

Eira cocked an eyebrow. “Do what now?”

“The shaking in the Item World,” Caleb said, thinking about it. “What caused that all of a sudden? And what’s the Pointed God?”

Eira laughed long and loud at that, though he didn’t understand what she found particularly funny about it. “My, you do ask the most important questions, don’t you, Caleb?” the elf girl giggled.

“Hey, there’s no need to make fun of me.”

Suddenly Eira looked apologetic. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “It wasn’t my intent to give offense.”

Huh? For a second, she’d looked the way she had when she knelt before him and formally asked his apology. There’d been something ritualistic and somehow ancient about her then, and there were similar qualities surrounding her now. He got the sense that doing these things were really important to people in the Wyrdworld—that by addressing him in such a manner, Eira was both showing deference and proving that she was telling the truth.

Interesting. He had so much to learn about the Wyrdworld.

The smile settled itself back on Eira’s face, and she was a clever elf once more. “Item Worlds aren’t exactly the most stable places to be,” she explained, gesturing at the spot where the portal leading inside of the adze had been standing a few minutes ago. “They’re pocket universes, after all. Prone to all sorts of dimensional shifting and shimmying. Kind of like this house, actually.”

“My house is its own dimension?” Caleb asked. Considering everything that had come before, that didn’t sound as absurd as it might once have.

Eira laughed. “No! I just mean—old homes settle, right? They make noises at night. Item Worlds are like that, too.” She leaned forward, a worried look on her face as something occurred to her. “Oh, but you shouldn’t think that makes you a bad Crafter! That happens no matter what you’re trying to refine, or where you wind up!”

He hadn’t been thinking about that at all. At the moment, his skills as a Crafter mattered less to him than understanding what was happening—and how to keep on surviving. The first portal he went through had contained cute catgirls, but what might be in the next?

“And as for the Pointed God…” Eira trailed off, making a face like something was wickedly funny. “There’s lots of deities in the Wyrdworld. Some of them are in chains. You shouldn’t worry about the Pointed God—he’s not for someone like you.”

That sounded strangely derisive. “Huh, why not? Don’t I deserve a pointed deity?”

Eira’s grin widened. “It’s not the fact of him being pointed. It’s where he’s pointed.” She gestured between her legs, right where the most sensitive portion of her—and his—anatomy was located.

Oh. Oh.

“Yep, got a big old point!” Eira teased. “Loves to show it off, too. Don’t worry, I’m not actually a worshiper—I just like to swear a lot. It’s more like someone saying ’Jesus, Mary, and Joseph’ in your world—”

“I get it,” Caleb said. The staff felt good in his hands, like it was meant to be there. He gave it a good rap against the concrete as his strength returned, the last vestiges of the dislocation caused by jumping universes fading away. “So what now?”

Eira looked flummoxed. “Hmm?”

Caleb gestured at the stairs. “We survived the Item World. I got my grandfather’s tool back—even though it doesn’t look anything like the way it used to. I guess you’ll be heading back to your own world now, right? Where you belong?”

Eira clearly hadn’t expected this. She shifted from one foot to the other, a nervous look filling her face. “Well…”

“Oh!” Caleb walked over to the chalk outline on the wall of the basement. Despite everything that had happened, it looked exactly as it had the last time he’d come down here—as if it had been completely untouched by recent events. He glanced from the bare bricks to the dog’s head on his staff and back again, waiting to see if anything happened when he got close.

Nothing did.

“Did you need me to open this for you?” Caleb asked. “I don’t know how you managed to get in, but you used my grandad’s tool to open the portal back to the Wyrdworld for you on the way out. Do you need me to do that now?”

Suddenly Eira was at his side.

“Let’s not be hasty,” she said, gently pushing the dog’s head away from the wall. “You just proved yourself, Caleb! You turned your inactive vorlesen into an active one. You’re a Crafter, like Gene Holdstock himself! You can do amazing things, Caleb—amazing things!”

“Uh huh.” Caleb cocked an eyebrow. “And I should use this power. Why?”

The elf girl’s eyebrows shot all the way to her hairline. “Wait. Are you fucking with me, human?”

I almost was a while ago, Caleb thought, remembering the way she knelt before him. That brought a hot rush of feeling that he did his best not to focus on too deeply. Shit I need a girlfriend, he thought. Maybe Yui’s teasing about finding some local mountain girl wasn’t such a bad idea.

“I’m not fucking with you,” Caleb said. “This is all very cool, but it’s also very overwhelming. And I’ve almost died twice today—once because of a wave of cute, cuddly cats, and once because I had some thief break into my house and hold a knife to my neck. I’m not feeling particularly adventurous at the moment.”

The elf girl’s face fell. “Look, how long are you going to hold that little knife thing against me?” she asked, putting an arm around his shoulders. “Besides, you have the knife now! Look, see? No knife!”

Eira extended her hands, showing off her obvious lack of a weapon. She was right—Caleb had the knife, which was tucked into his belt. How had she stashed it back there?

“I’ve accepted your apology,” Caleb said. “That doesn’t mean I forgive you. Right now, Eira, all I want is to go upstairs, take a shower, and get some sleep. As far as what all this means: Crafting, the Wyrdworld, this staff… I can figure all that out in the morning.”

“Right, right.” She nodded along eagerly, and even gestured at the staircase leading back to the first floor. “You’re absolutely right, Caleb. You’ve had one hell of a long day. Why don’t you head upstairs and I’ll draw you a bath?”

Draw me a bath? Caleb’s eyes nearly fell out of his head.

Eira put her hands behind her back and blushed. “Of course. You have running water, you’d probably prefer a shower. Well, then perhaps I could fix you a snack?”

Caleb’s suspicions sharpened. “Why are you being so helpful all of a sudden?” he asked, getting closer to Eira.

She coughed. “Um, because I’m grateful? Trying to make up for the awful, horrible things I did to you?”

Caleb shook his head. “Nah, that’s not it. You don’t want to leave, do you?”

He could tell even before she spoke that he’d hit a bullseye. Eira looked like she’d been struck in the gut; like he’d asked the exact question she’d been trying to keep him from thinking of.

“It’s true, isn’t it?” Caleb said, pressing her. “Why don’t you want to go back to the Wyrdworld, Eira? I’d think you’d want to go back home just as much as I do, after an adventure like that.”

The elf girl swallowed hard. Her gaze flickered to the dog’s head on his staff, locking eyes with the strange tool’s rubies, then returned to his face. Without the portal to provide its ozone sizzle, the air in the basement slowly returned to the musty, dank scent Caleb was already growing accustomed to down here.

“I mean, why run back home so soon?” Eira began to twist one of her ears, an unconscious gesture of bashfulness that she immediately stopped once she realized what she was doing. “I only just got here! I only just met you!”

“You tried to kill me,” Caleb said, his eyes narrowing. When Eira gave him a glance in return that he could only describe as a ’kicked puppy’ look, he held up his hands. “I know you weren’t really trying to kill me. And I’ve forgiven you, or at least I’m trying to. I’m just saying, it’s kind of awkward for the two of us to hang out after what we’ve just been through.”

“I know,” Eira said, her voice gaining surety. “But I think it’s worth it. You see, you need me, Caleb.”

Hmm? How did he need her?

“You don’t understand the first thing about that vorlesen,” she said, gesturing at his staff. “You didn’t know about the malkini, either, even though you did pretty good at facing them down. But if I hadn’t been there, they’d have ensnared you with their cuteness! You’d still be rubbing fur and listening to meows. You’d probably even be breeding with the poor things!”

That didn’t sound like a bad deal, as far as Caleb was concerned. But he understood Eira’s point.

Actually, wasn’t it kind of her fault he’d ended up in the Item World in the first place? It didn’t seem worth mentioning, though. The elf girl was trying to make amends, being sincere about it, and he’d be kind of a bastard if he didn’t let her.

He certainly wasn’t going to give her her knife back, though.

“So what are you suggesting?” Caleb asked flatly. “Because I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

All of this magical portal stuff came on top of his need to renovate his grandfather’s house. If it wasn’t for the vorlesen, he might have discarded the notion of flipping the place entirely. Nobody, especially someone who was disabled and needed extra accommodations, ought to be living in a place where elves, catgirls, and monsters were liable to appear in the basement.

But the vorlesen was the key. If he kept the staff, and used paint thinner to destroy the door that had been chalked on the basement wall, well… that would solve the problem, wouldn’t it?

He’d have to ask Eira. Later.

The elf girl slid her fingers through each other, making one big fist out of both of her hands. She held it between her breasts, making such a show of arching her back and fluttering her eyelids that you would have thought she was copying the catgirls back in the Item World.

“Let me be your guide,” she whispered. A touch of that old-school ritual infused her words. “I’ll teach you how to use your powers. How to Craft. You’ll need an assistant when you start refining things—you’ve already seen how dangerous it can be to enter an Item World alone. Hell, to enter the Wyrdworld alone!”

It was an interesting offer. Caleb ran a knuckle over his chin, feeling his stubble.

“What if I don’t want to go to the Wyrdworld?” he asked.

It was a simple enough question, but Eira reacted like he’d just suggested he detonate a nuclear bomb on his grandfather’s house.

“What!? Are you kidding me!?”

Caleb shrugged. “Maybe I don’t want the power. Maybe I’ve already had my fill of your world, Eira.”

He hadn’t. He was lying, but Eira couldn’t see that.

“That’s…that’s insane!” she cried, tugging at her ears once more. “Do you have any idea how rare Crafters are in the Wyrdworld? Especially during the last century?”

“No?”

“As rare as hen’s teeth!” Eira was really building up a head of steam now. “You not using your gifts would be like, like… Superman refusing to protect Metropolis! Like Greta Garbo turning down acting! Like Hannibal turning back in the Alps!”

Greta Garbo? Hannibal? He got the sense Eira wasn’t talking about Silence of the Lambs Hannibal, either.

“You have to do this,” Eira insisted. “Your grandfather would be spinning in his grave if he knew you were even thinking of turning down an opportunity like this!”

“Don’t talk to me about my grandfather.” The mention of his grandfather being used so casually against him was like a live wire in his emotions. He was still reeling from the funeral, angry at never having had the opportunity to get to know his strange relative better. Now he’d never get the chance.

Or would he?

By practicing Crafting, he’d be connecting with Gene Holdstock. This place, this Wyrdworld, was clearly a large part of his life. He’d hidden it from everyone, even those closest to him. Part of the old man probably rejoiced that someone else would finally share in his secret world, even if it could only happen once he was dead.

The thought of it warmed Caleb’s heart. Maybe he could learn more about his grandfather in the Wyrdworld. There would have been people who knew him—people who could tell him all about him. What sort of a man he was, what deeds he’d done.

The thought flickered through his mind. What if Gene had had a second family in the Wyrdworld?

It certainly wasn’t impossible. If Eira was anything to go on, the residents on the other side of that portal were plenty good looking—and attracted to humans. If an elf girl made an offer like the one Eira made to him earlier, on her knees before his grandfather, would he have turned her down like Caleb did?

He wasn’t sure.

He was on the point of saying yes when he noticed what he’d failed to see earlier. Eira watched him, a single drop of sweat making its way down the side of her forehead.

The elf girl was afraid. Terrified that he was going to turn her down and banish her to the Wyrdworld.

Why?

“Alright,” Caleb said, shouldering the staff. “You can stay. On one condition.”

She practically jumped for joy, her buckles shaking as she did a muted little victory dance. “Awesome! I promise, you won’t regret this, Caleb. I’m going to teach you all the tricks. By the time you and I have been through that portal a few times, you’re practically going to be the King of the fucking Underworld—”

“I said ’on one condition’,” Caleb reminded her.

Eira stared at him for a long moment. Heat flushed to her cheeks, and she gazed at the space between his feet, an unreadable expression on her face. When she finally glanced back up at him, her eyes were practically glowing with anticipation.

“Alright, human,” she said, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “I see what you want. The offer I made you earlier is still good. My body is yours, however you want it…”

Caleb was caught so off-guard that he stumbled backward, the staff nearly falling from his hands. “That’s not what I meant!” he gasped, more loudly than he’d intended.

Eira looked nonplussed. “Oh,” she said, straightening her hair. “Alright, we don’t have to share a bed, then. What did you want, Caleb?”

That was twice now he’d failed to seal the deal with this elf girl. Another miss and any umpire worth his salt would send Caleb back to the dugout. Three strikes, you’re out.

Did he want to score with Eira, though? She was good looking, sure, but he barely knew her. And the thought of taking advantage of her requirement to make her robbery attempt up to him just felt… predatory.

“I want you to tell me something,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “And I want you to be completely honest with me. Lie, and I’ll toss you on your ass through this portal.”

Eira made a face, but nodded. “Go ahead.”

He looked her right in the eyes. “Why are you afraid to go back to the Wyrdworld?”

It was exactly what Eira hadn’t wanted to hear. She made a study of her fingernails, no longer able to meet Caleb’s eyes. She looked as if she hoped that by refusing to answer, the question might go away.

Caleb wasn’t going to let it. He cleared his throat.

Finally she sighed. “Fine,” she said, still not looking directly at him. “The truth is… I need you, Caleb.”

Now she did look directly at him. “Do you think I wanted to steal the vorlesen from you? It makes me sick, knowing I’d break into the house of a dead man and try to take his grandson’s inheritance away. It’s not like me at all—these aren’t the sort of things I do, Caleb. If I wasn’t desperate, I never would have tried.”

“Desperate how?”

Her back went straighter as she ran a hand through her long, silver locks. “I owe somebody a lot of money,” she admitted, the words coming out in a tiny voice. “So much that I didn’t really believe I was ever going to be able to pay it back.”

Caleb let out a low whistle. That explained a lot.

“So you’re not a thief by choice?”

Eira shook her head. “No.” Suddenly she grinned sheepishly. “Probably why I’m so damned bad at it.”

So the Wyrdworld was like Earth in one important way. They had debt, and debtors. People ensnared by the system, forced to do dirty deeds to pay off what they owed their creditors. Caleb didn’t know the details of Eira’s story, and he probably didn’t need to until the morning. He had the broad strokes, and that was enough.

Also, he’d already realized in his heart of hearts he was going to let her stay. She was funny, she could fight, and she was pretty damn interesting. Finish flipping a house with a cute elf girl teaching him how to use magic?

Yes, sir!

Just then, Caleb let out an explosive yawn. He pulled out his phone, which now worked perfectly well, and checked the time. When he saw it, his eyebrows rose.

“It’s late,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Alright, let’s table this for now. You can stay the night, and we’ll talk about the rest of this in the morning.”

Eira looked pleased. “You mean it? Oh, I promise you won’t regret this, Caleb! You’re the best—!”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, pushing past the elf girl. “You can take the downstairs couch. I’ll be passed out in the study.”

He was a gentleman, but some things had their limits.

Especially for former thieves.


Chapter 8

By the time Caleb woke up the next morning, sunlight was streaming in through the big window overlooking the backyard. He rolled over in bed slowly, glancing at the time on his phone and cursing himself for not setting an alarm before he went to bed. Why the hell had he forgotten? It was a rock solid habit—

He remembered.

“Shit,” Caleb muttered. For several minutes he lay beneath the blankets, trying to convince himself to believe the events of the previous night were all some crazy dream. That he’d gotten into some hidden stockpile of his grandfather’s absinthe, drunk himself into a stupor, and wound up in the basement fighting ’malkini’ who were little more than figments of his own imagination.

It would have made the most sense. But it wasn’t true.

He slid to the edge of the bed and looked down at the carpet. There on the floor lay his brand new staff. The silver dog’s head was the only part not tucked under the bed—the rest of it lay beneath the mattress.

Gingerly, he reached down and took hold of the tool. As he lifted it, he used his other hand to peel back the mouse traps he’d hidden beneath the staff.

He’d been pretty sure when he passed out last night that Eira wouldn’t try to steal his grandfather’s Crafting tool again, but not one hundred percent sure. When he remembered the box of mouse traps underneath his grandfather’s bathroom sink, it felt like serendipity.

If Eira had reverted to her thievery in the night, the mouse traps would have snapped on his fingers and woken him. The fact that they hadn’t was a good sign.

An even better sign was the faint sound of humming that reached his ears. Eira was already up. From the happy tone of her melody and the delicious smell that was wafting up to the second floor, he figured she was down in the kitchen making breakfast.

After a quick detour to the bathroom, Caleb threw on a wife beater and a pair of basketball shorts and padded his way down to the first floor. He had a couple messages on his phone from college friends, which he replied to quickly and noncommittally. He had more important things on his mind that morning than checking in.

“Good morning,” Caleb said, pushing open the kitchen door. “I hope you slept well—”

He froze in the doorway, his jaw dropping open.

Eira had been busy. Mucho busy. The elf girl stood before the stove, three different pans sizzling and searing breakfast. She flipped from item to item like a skilled chef, moving with gusto as she used his grandfather’s stove in a way he was pretty sure it had never been used before. A full feast lay on the kitchen table, waiting for him.

Caleb barely registered any of it. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from his houseguest.

Eira’s leather tunic and mass of buckles were gone. She’d looted an apron from somewhere in his grandfather’s pantry, and tied it over one of the big, puffy sweatshirts he kept stashed at the bottom of his suitcase full of clothing. She looked damned good in it, and he was pretty sure it was the only article of clothing she was wearing.

Eira stood before the stove, flipping bacon, her long and lithe legs completely bare. Every time she bent over to attend to the eggs or switch stations, the hem of the sweatshirt rode up her back, leaving little to the imagination. He could see the underside of her round, gorgeous cheeks, and her creamy thighs were on full display no matter what she did.

For what felt like a full minute, Caleb stood and gaped like a teenager who’d stumbled upon a porn video for the first time. Whatever friendly reply Eira made was swallowed up by the surge of blood in his ears. The world fell away, leaving him standing in the kitchen watching her gorgeous butt wiggle to and fro.

“Uh, hello?” Eira’s voice came to him at long last. “Earth to Caleb?”

He snapped back to attention.

“Hey,” he said. The single word was husky, and hid little. “That’s mine.”

“This?” Eira made a show of glancing down at the fabric. “Well, yeah. There’s no other clothes in the house. You didn’t expect me to sleep naked, did you?”

Now he was thinking about what Eira would look like naked.

The elf girl snatched up a piece of bacon with her tongs, dabbed the grease off with a paper towel, and presented it to him. “Here,” she said. “Try it.”

He bit down. Holy shit.

It was the best thing he’d ever tasted.

The groan that left his lips was practically sexual. The grease, the salt—everything about it was perfect.

Eira giggled. “Looks like you’ve seen two things you like this morning,” she purred, glancing up and down his body. “Go sit, Caleb. I’ll have breakfast ready in a minute.”

He did. She already had toast and a pot of good, strong coffee on the table. He poured himself a mug as he nibbled the toast, unable to believe how good everything was. The coffee was rich, and the butter! Incredible!

Kings don’t eat this well, he thought, swallowing greedily.

“Where did you get all this?” he asked around a mouthful of bread.

Eira glanced at him over her shoulder, her back arched to make her rear look as good as possible. “Elf magic,” she said with a shrug.

He couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.

Before he could ask another question, Eira finished with her pans. She came sashaying across the kitchen, the bacon, eggs, and potatoes she’d been working on cooking up neatly transferred to pans. She placed a generous portion on his plate, scooting aside his toast with a spatula, and refilled his coffee without even being asked.

A man could get used to this, Caleb thought, chewing. With an incredible meal and a gorgeous, flirty elf to serve it, he was about as happy as happy could be. But underneath his bliss, a sense of worry bubbled.

Maybe it was just the coffee putting him on edge. But Eira seemed like she was being a little too nice. Perhaps.

Or maybe she was just putting the moves on him. He certainly didn’t dislike that idea.

Further thoughts were preempted by breakfast. Caleb didn’t know how it was possible, but every morsel he ate from Eira’s kitchen tasted better than the one before. The eggs were fluffy, the potatoes crispy. The bacon had a faint layer of maple sugar drizzled over it, enough to make any red blooded man drool.

Eira ate daintily, serving herself a smaller portion of pretty much everything Caleb ate. The one place she matched him stride for stride was the coffee, which she drank like a fish. The first cup of the stuff disappeared down her throat so quickly Caleb wondered how she didn’t burn herself. She hardly slowed down for the second, and only started properly sipping by the third.

“This is… amazing,” Caleb said with emphasis. “Eira, thank you so much!”

The elf girl frowned. “Huh? I just whipped up a quick repast to thank you for your hospitality.” She withdrew from him a touch, her lips caressing the edge of her coffee mug. “You’re not making fun of me, are you?”

“Never,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I mean it. This is the best meal I’ve ever eaten.”

A little smile lit up Eira’s face. Caleb could get used to making her smile like that.

“Well,” she purred. “You’ll have to eat up, then! Everyone knows elf food only has half-calories. If you don’t stuff yourself to the brim, I’ll be very disappointed!”

In the end, there was no risk of Eira facing any sort of disappointment. Caleb finished off his portion and downed a second cup of coffee, hoping the hot liquid would aid him in his digestion. Today’s breakfast had been a heavy one, for all its deliciousness, and now he felt a trifle sluggish.

Which meant it was time to get on with his day.

“So what’s on the docket for today?” Caleb asked, glancing over at Eira. She had finished her meal before him, and was making a study of him over her coffee mug. Her fingertips played in the steam, shaping the mist into little curlicues that resembled arcane runes. “Are we heading into the Wyrdworld, then? Doing some exploring?”

Eira’s face told him she wasn’t ready for that just yet. “I’m… still in a little trouble beyond the portal,” she admitted. “Since it’ll be obvious by now that I haven’t come back from the job I agreed to do”—she gave his staff a significant glance—“it’s best if we let the heat die down for a day or two, first. You think you could wait that long?”

Honestly, Caleb felt he could wait a little bit longer. After the adventure with the malkini, he was wary of what sorts of monsters they could expect to run into in the Wyrdworld. Eira knew more than he did, but he doubted that even two people wouldn’t be able to hold out against a whole horde of baddies.

He had other motives, too. He wanted to do some more research first—into the Wyrdworld, and also into Gene Holdstock.

The note he’d found in the basement bothered him. Not because of its content, but because it implied that it was the second note his grandfather had written him, instructing him in what he should do with the house. If he could find the first missive, he sensed it might have more information.

It might even tell him old Gene Holdstock’s final wishes.

“So who do you owe all this money to, anyway?” Caleb asked between sips of coffee. “Anybody I know?”

Eira appreciated his attempt at humor. She scooted a bit closer to him, one shoulder of the heavy sweatshirt dropping over her bare shoulder. “I was… well, I suppose you could say I was part of a co-op. Only not in the way you’re thinking, probably.”

Caleb wasn’t thinking about it any kind of way. He was just listening.

“Go on,” he prompted,

Eira cleared her throat. “It’s hard to explain. I doubt I can get the concepts across to you if you’ve never been to the Wyrdworld—if you’ve never seen it for yourself. But the short version is, I owe my family money.”

“Your family?” Caleb was a little surprised. “Your own family is making you steal to pay back a debt?”

Eira made a face. “They’re sort of my family. Only not really. Gosh, this is hard…”

Feeling bold, Caleb put his arm around the elf girl. To his surprise, Eira didn’t give a start, nor did she try to pull away. A little sob escaped her, and she pressed herself against him, grateful for his closeness.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Eira nodded. A single tear fell down her cheek. “I’m sorry to have gotten you into this Caleb. I’m so, so sorry…”

“It’s okay,” he said, rubbing her back. She liked that—liked it a lot. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think it is. Just collect yourself and explain it to me, and we’ll work it through together.”

Eira did just that. She searched for a suitable analogy, resting her head against Caleb’s shoulder. Every now and then, she took another sip of the hot, black coffee as she wracked her brain.

“It’s like…” she trailed off. “It’s like growing up in a bad neighborhood.”

Caleb nodded, encouraging her.

“A bad neighborhood that you have no choice in whether you want to live in it or not,” she said. “And every neighbor is related to you. Only they’re not really blood, they’re just… still your family. It’s kind of like that.”

A chill trickled down Caleb’s spine. He swallowed hard.

“Eira,” he said. “Are you trying to tell me you owe money to the mafia?”

“Huh? No!” Eira looked up at him. “I’ve seen your movies, human. Your Gotti and your Billy Bathgate. Your The Gang Who Couldn’t Shoot Straight is a personal favorite of mine. This isn’t like that at all!”

Caleb stared at her. “Eira. Those are terrible movies.”

She blinked. “No they’re not.”

“They’re some of the worst gangster films of all time!” he protested. “Haven’t you seen The Godfather? Goodfellas?”

Eira shook her head. She looked like she’d never even heard of them. Caleb could only sigh.

“So what is the deal, then?” he asked, moving on from the topic of bad movies as quickly as his conversational feet could carry him. “Are your family members drug dealers or something?”

“Drugs? No, no drugs.” Eira looked heartbroken. “I’m sorry, I can’t explain it! It’s too difficult. The long and the short of it is, I am in trouble. And until I find a way to get out of trouble, I can’t go home. So I tried to get out of trouble. And the way they chose to have me repay them was to sneak up to Earth and steal the treasure of one of the Wyrdworld’s most revered Crafters.”

“Which is where you met me.” Caleb tightened the arm around the elf girl’s shoulder, pulling her closer. “Alright, alright. I get it—it’s complicated. But look, we’ll figure it out, okay?”

Eira sniffed hugely. “You will? Really?”

“Yeah,” he said, grabbing another piece of bacon.

Her face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Oh, thank you, Caleb,” she whispered, practicing climbing into the seat on her knees to hug him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you—”

“But not out of the goodness of my heart,” he quickly added.

Eira’s arms tightened ever so slightly around him. “Pardon?”

Her smooth cheek and pointed ear were right next to his lips. He felt the urge to kiss her right there and then, but it wouldn’t have been appropriate. Not yet—not when they were discussing this.

“You wanted to work for me, right?” he asked. “Be my assistant—help me refine items, and teach me how to use the vorlesen?”

Eira perked up immediately. “Yes!” she said, the smile back. “Yes, I do!”

“You’re hired. As long as you can do that, we’re golden. And not to be too selfish, but I wouldn’t mind a few meals like this every now and then—”

“Oh, that’s nothing,” Eira said. Strangely, Caleb thought she wasn’t exaggerating. It really was next to nothing for an elf with her power to whip up a feast. “I’ll do that gladly, Caleb. I’ll do the dishes, too. I’m a good girl.”

He nearly choked on his bacon. Was she implying what he thought she was implying? Their worlds were so different that it was almost impossible to tell.

“That’s great,” he finally said.

Eira brought him in for a hug, further complicating matters. He was pretty damn sure by this point that she liked him liked him, but he needed to wait for the right moment to broach the topic. Right after a verbal employment contract had been signed didn’t feel like the right moment—like too much of an employer and employee coercion.

“Wonderful!” Eira said. Now that she’d gotten the tough part out of the way, she seemed energized and ready for action. “So if we’re not going to the Wyrdworld today, what should we do? Shall I instruct you in the use of your staff?”

Again with the double entendres, Caleb thought. I’m really going to have to teach you about those.

“Hmm,” he said. “Actually, I’ve got a lot to do around here. I’m trying to get this house retrofitted and cleaned up so it can go on the market in a few weeks.”

Eira’s eyes lit up. “Oh! I can help you with that! Four hands would be better than two, and with my magic, I can definitely be a big help!”

“I have no doubt that you would,” Caleb said with a smile. “But I can’t very well take you to the hardware store looking like that, can I?”

Suddenly Eira looked panicked. “Why, what’s wrong with what I’m wearing? Don’t worry—I’ll put something on under it before we leave!”

Part of him wished she wouldn’t. “Not that,” he said, gesturing at her face and ears. “Your… everything else, really.”

Though maybe with the Ren Faire in town, she could go undercover as a cosplayer. In a restaurant, that might work, but at a hardware store? At the lumberyard? He doubted it. There would be questions that would be difficult to answer.

But even as he explained it, Eira laughed.

“My people wouldn’t have gotten very far in your realm if we couldn’t master simple glamours,” she purred. “Observe!”

She passed a hand in front of her face. The palm of her hand flashed with magic, and the air directly in front of her features began to shimmer as her fingers descended. By the time her hand grasped her neck, she was no longer an elf.

Caleb gasped. Holy wow, he thought, dumbstruck by her beauty.

Her silver skin had reddened to a healthy pink, and her white hair was now platinum blonde. Her ears had shrunk down, no longer pointy or angular, though her cheekbones still looked high and regal enough to cut glass. Her lips were a deep, pouty red, the type men couldn’t look at without their hearts beating a little faster and their pants getting a little tighter.

As an elf, Eira was sexy. As a human woman, beneath the power of her glamour, she was drop dead gorgeous. A supermodel in a sweatshirt, curled up in his lap surrounded by the remains of the delicious breakfast she’d cooked for him.

“How do I look?” Eira leaned forward on the table as she spoke, pressing her breasts together beneath the puffy fabric of the sweatshirt. This close up, she had to know the effect she was having on him. The knowledge was obvious in the mischievous glint of her blue eyes.

Blue. Not silver.

She was human!

It was a good thing Eira tolerated long silences. Caleb didn’t think he could speak at that moment—she was so beautiful that if he opened his mouth, he knew he wouldn’t have been able to stop himself from kissing her.

Which wouldn’t have been a bad thing by any means.

She’s a thief, Caleb tried to remind himself. She held a knife to your throat!

Suddenly that didn’t seem to matter as much. And the idea of her pinning him down was suddenly a whole hell of a lot hotter than it had been a day or two ago.

When his heart had stopped pounding against his ribcage and he finally trusted his voice, he cleared his throat. “You look good,” he said mildly.

Eira laughed, then arched an eyebrow. “Just good?”

He really did kiss her then. A quick one on the corner of her mouth, just a peck. But it left her wide eyed and staring like she’d been bowled over by a semi-truck.

“Really, really good,” he said with an impish grin. “You’re going to fit right in.”

She smirked at him, rubbing the spot where his lips had touched. For a second, he felt certain she was going to rip off that sweatshirt and throw herself at him, but she had more control than that.

“That’s better,” she said, like that was what she’d been looking for all along. “Now go upstairs and wash up. You still smell like a malkini. Don’t worry, I’ll handle the clean up.”

Caleb rose from the table, still grinning. “We’ll have to get you some clothes in town,” he mused, thinking it over. “Probably hit up a store before we start shopping for house supplies…”

“I can’t just wear this?” Eira asked, pouting up at him.

God damn. God damn, yes, this elf knew exactly what effect she was having on him.

“I tell you what,” she said, cutting him off. “Let me rummage through your things while you’re getting cleaned up. If you don’t like what I pick out, we’ll hit up a dress shop or something on the way into town.”

An easy enough deal to agree to.

As Eira cleaned up the table, Caleb made his way upstairs to take a shower and get the day started.

I could get used to this, he thought, sneaking a peek at Eira’s backside as she loaded the dishwasher. Oh hell yes, I most certainly could…

Eira caught him staring and grinned. “Go!” she said, pointing. “Crafter, clean thyself!”

And still grinning, Caleb made his way upstairs to do just that.


Chapter 9

By the time Caleb came back downstairs, Eira was dressed and ready to go. To his surprise, she’d managed to dress herself at least somewhat modestly, between the remains of her thief outfit and what she’d found in his wardrobe.

The leather pants she’d had on while sneaking into his grandfather’s mansion still clung to her long legs and supple thighs like a second skin, but she’d changed into a plain black t-shirt. The shirt was a little too big for her, but she’d cinched it around her waist using one of his leather belts, giving it the appearance of a billowing blouse. She traded her leather boots for a pair of his steel-toed hikers, which she must have stuffed with socks in order to make fit.

And then there was her hair.

Her golden, transformed locks hung down over her shoulders in twin braids, so intricately woven that he knew she must have used a touch of magic. They made her look like the lightside version of Wednesday Addams, or a medieval cosplayer with a particular flair for catching male attention.

Caleb’s throat went dry when he saw her.

“Caleb?” Eira’s face lit up at the way he was staring at her. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

Sweetheart, he thought, weakly clutching his new staff. We’re at the ’sweetheart’ stage of the relationship.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” he said, willing his heart to ease up a bit. “You’re sure I need to take this with me?”

He indicated the staff. Eira rose, wobbling just a bit in her new shoes, and nodded. “It’s safest with you,” she said, adjusting the staff a bit in his hands. “It belongs with its master—with the Crafter who uses it.” She grinned. “Plus, it makes you look handsome.”

“You think so?” Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat. “I’ll have to work my outfit around it in the future, then.”

The truck had no trouble making it down the rough dirt trails leading to Wolfe’s Hollow. The engine purred like a kitten the whole way down, and Eira let out appreciative whoops and gasps every time the vehicle picked up speed and slid down a muddy embankment. By the time the thick forest gave way to the gentler pines and cleared suburbs that were small town Wolfe’s Hollow, the two of them had almost forgotten all of their troubles.

Seeing as Eira had managed to dress herself pretty well from his wardrobe, they skipped the trip to the clothing store. Caleb offered to take Eira anyway, but she insisted that they get down to business. He could have been imagining it, but he thought she had a note of pride in her voice, wearing his clothing. Almost as if it made the two of them even closer.

He certainly felt close to Eira. He couldn’t stop sneaking glances at the elf girl, even when the roads around Wolfe’s Hollow got rough. She was everything he hadn’t realized he’d needed: fun, adventure, excitement. Plus she was gorgeous.

Yui was right, he thought, taking the main thoroughfare through town with mud on his tires. All I really needed was a country girl who doesn’t mind getting her hands dirty.

With Eira, it was just a slightly different country.

Caleb hit the home improvement store hard. He’d filled out a list on his phone as soon as he finished his shower, making notes of everything he was going to need to make the basic improvements it would take to make his grandfather’s mansion fully livable.

Eira grabbed an oversized cart and the two of them made their way through the whole store, loading up on paint and plumbing supplies and the boards they’d need to replace the broken part of the porch. Things were going well so far.

The residents of Wolfe’s Hollow had clearly never acquainted themselves with someone like him and Eira before. Everywhere they went, heads turned to check the gorgeous woman out—male and female. More than a few of those heads stayed turned for him, too, which made him feel like he was going to blush. They had zero trouble getting any employees whenever they needed them—it was like the whole staff of the store was standing by, hoping to be picked to help.

“So you’re Uncle Gene’s boy?” asked the elderly woman who mixed the paint. They were making small talk while she ran the half-dozen cans (all in colors Eira picked out) through the mixer. “You inherited his place up on Saltimbanque, I take it?”

“Yes ma’am,” Caleb said, a little surprised. “You knew my grandfather?”

The old woman gave them both a secretive smile. “Oh, wasn’t a soul in Wolfe’s Hollow who didn’t know Uncle Gene, at least a little. We called him Uncle Gene because he felt like family to everyone here. You’ll hardly find a person in town who your grandfather didn’t help out of a jam, young man.” Her smile grew even more secretive. “We all owe your grandfather a lot. We miss him a great deal.”

Caleb was thinking about what Eira said. About people who were family, even though they weren’t related to you by blood. Two sides of the same coin, he thought grimly. His grandfather made things better—whoever got Eira in her situation made things worse.

“I’m glad,” Caleb said. He hoped the look on his face hadn’t made him seem angry. “I didn’t really know my grandfather. I only met him a time or two.”

The woman nodded as if this was expected. “Very secretive man, Gene Holdstock. Protective of his privacy. But he’d move heaven and earth for someone if they needed a favor.” Her gaze traveled to Eira. “How are you liking our little town, miss?”

Any worries Caleb had about Eira not being able to fit in with the local townsfolk evaporated as she smiled. “Oh, I just love it!” she purred, putting her fingers on her chin. “It’s so nice up here in the mountains! It’s chilly, the people are super friendly, and we’re away from all that hustle and bustle…!”

“This is a very nice place to start a family,” the old woman said with a sly look in her eye. “Good schools, plenty of fresh air. It would be nice to have some young people sticking around, not to mention a few babies…”

The old woman was so forward that Caleb was taken aback. “I think you’ve misunderstood,” he said with a glance over at Eira. “We’re not married.”

The old woman snorted. “When has that ever stopped anyone? You two make a lovely couple. I hope you have a very good time in Wolfe’s Hollow.”

Before Caleb could say another word, Eira hugged him from the side, grabbing his arm. “Thank you, ma’am!” she said, beaming. “We’re having a great time so far!”

When it came time to pay for the paint, the old woman wouldn’t hear of it. “Your money’s no good with me,” she said, pushing the paint cans across the desk with a motion that was final. “I wouldn’t hear of taking money from Gene Holdstock’s grandson!”

Caleb tried to insist, but Eira wouldn’t let him. “Thank you so much,” she said, smiling behind her glamour as she loaded the cans of paint into their oversized cart. “We appreciate it!”

It wasn’t until they were walking away that Eira stuck an elbow into his ribs. “What was that about?” she asked.

Caleb coughed. “I can’t just let that old lady give us free paint,” he said, glancing down at the bulge of his wallet in his pocket. “I budgeted plenty of money to take care of the home renovations. Most of it came from Gene, anyway—”

Eira was already shaking her head. “This isn’t about money,” she whispered, glancing back at the paint station. “These people revered your grandfather, Caleb. For them, this is just a way of paying their respects.” Then she brightened. “Besides, you’re still going to have plenty of things to pay for at the register!”

They did. While the last name Holdstock counted for much in Wolfe’s Hollow—later, once Caleb glanced over the receipt, he felt certain he’d been given a steep discount—but it didn’t allow him to loot the hardware store. Not that he would have.

The day had warmed up considerably by the time they left the hardware store. The asphalt of the parking lot was baking as Caleb pushed his shopping cart to his truck. He tossed the keys to Eira as he loaded up the back, trusting in her to cut the engine on and kick up the air conditioning the way he’d shown her.

Sweat broke out on his forehead as he worked. He caught sight of Eira watching him from the back windshield, a big smile plastered on her face.

That girl’s going to get me in trouble, he thought, smiling as he worked. She already was trouble. She’d proven that. But she was so much fun, he couldn’t quite manage to stop himself.

By the time he got into the car, the air coming out of the vents in the cab was nice and cool. Eira sat in the passenger seat, fanning herself with an old envelope she’d found in the glove box.

“That was fun!” she said, scooting closer to him as he buckled up. “Where are we heading next, Caleb?”

He thought it over. Planning out their next move was hard with such a cute girl sitting in the passenger seat. All Caleb could think of was how much fun it would be to go mudding some more through the little dirt roads surrounding Wolfe’s Hollow. Eira looked like she’d been having so much fun, and they’d be all alone out there in the hills.

He shook his head to clear it. “Grocery store,” he decided. The air conditioning felt even better once he tilted a couple of the vents to point onto him. “If I’m going to be staying at the house for a few more days, or over a week, I’m going to need more food. Unless you can just magic up a few more meals with your elf powers?”

He’d half meant it as a joke, but Eira gave the matter some serious thought. “I could,” she said, chuckling. “But it’s probably a good idea for you to have some ordinary human food, too. Too much glamoured meat and produce can cause… strange effects on the men of your realm.”

What could those be? Probably better not to think about it. Eira could keep fixing him delicious meals, but he’d supplement her cooking with his own foodstuffs every now and then. Caleb’s mouth was already watering at the thought of another elf-cooked meal. Was this really his life now?

The engine of the old truck hummed, more than ready to go. But Caleb was still thinking.

“Those people in there,” he said, a strange smile spreading across his face as he looked back at the entrance of the home improvement store. “They all thought we were together, you know? Like, they thought you were my girl.”

“I know,” Eira agreed. “It was kind of nice.”

She scooted even closer. She started to hook one leg over his thigh, then stopped. Her brows furrowed together.

“Is there something vibrating in your pants?” she asked. “Or is this some human courtship ritual I’m unaware of?”

Huh?

Shit!

“My phone’s ringing,” Caleb said. He lifted Eira’s leg off him and dug in his pocket, seeking out the slender phone. It was probably someone from the college, wanting to know when he was planning on returning to classes. Or maybe it was some sort of wealth management service—those people had been calling ever since the funeral, descending on him like vultures sensing a fresh carcass. Animals, the lot of them.

It was a video call. When he saw the name, and the little avatar beneath it, his heart jumped into his throat.

“Oh,” he whispered, looking around the cab of the truck. “It’s Yui.”

The look Eira gave him was more eloquent than any words could say. “Yui!?” she asked, her eyebrows shooting to her hairline.

Caleb was already shaking his head. “She’s just a friend. But listen, she can’t know you’re here.”

The phone rang and rang. If he didn’t pick up soon, the call would go to voicemail, and Yui would probably start worrying about him. She’d likely call again right after, just to make sure he was alright.

“What?” Eira frowned, crossing one leg over the other. “Why not?”

“The last twenty-four hours have been crazy. I’m not even sure what I’d tell her, and seeing you will just make her ask questions I’m not ready to answer.”

Eira stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Alright. Makes sense.”

“Good. This thing’s a camera, so just stay out of the shot.” He held up the phone, tilting it to provide the best angle for his face. “Staying as far over as you can ought to do it—”

Eira did not stay on her side of the cab.

As Caleb thumbed the CONNECT button on the phone, the girl in his cab went prone, lying down across both seats. Eira’s head went right into his lap, her body pressed against both him and the fabric of the bucket seats as the call went through. Mercifully, the camera only showed Caleb down to about midway down his chest, so Yui wouldn’t be able to see a thing.

But Caleb could feel Eira.

All the blood left Caleb’s face, racing to more productive parts of his anatomy. It took everything inside of him to hold back his body’s natural reaction—and to keep from looking down at Eira as she straddled his lap.

Then Yui’s face filled the screen. She was in her dorm room, which immediately caused Caleb to frown. It was late morning—he knew she had a busy class schedule that lasted pretty much all day. She ought to have been either coming or going from a lecture, not sitting in bed.

“Hey, Caleb!” Just from her tone, Caleb could instantly tell something was different about Yui. Despite her friendly manner, there was a certain tightness in her voice and around her eyes that told him this was more than just a run of the mill check in. “How’s the renovation going? You find your grandfather’s secret stash of gold yet?”

Caleb grinned. “Nah. Got a good lead on the Ark of the Covenant, though.”

Yui giggled at that. Eira squirmed in Caleb’s lap, rolling over so that she could look up at the phone and see the person he was talking to. He risked a glance downward just in time to see the elf girl’s eyes widen in shock—and obvious interest.

“Well don’t open it,” Yui said. “And if a weird old guy in armor gives you a bunch of cups to choose from, pick the really simple one.”

“Will do,” Caleb said. The two of them had an easy repartee—falling back into the familiar call and response felt totally natural to him. It was amazing how quickly that happened, even with all the crazy shit currently happening in his life. “Say, what are you doing out of class? Don’t you have a lab or something to go to?”

Yui’s eyes lit up at the question. “Oh my God, I have the craziest fucking story,” she said, her face looking like she couldn’t wait to dish. “You’re not going to believe this!”

Suddenly it was a struggle for Caleb to keep his face neutral. Eira had just put her hand on his upper thigh, bracing herself to keep from sliding into the floor next to the gas and brake pedals, and her fingers were tantalizingly close to something that was getting harder with each passing moment.

He forced himself to think about the woman in front of him, and not the one in his lap.

“Try me,” he said, doing his best not to let on how Eira was making him feel. “Honestly, there’s not much I wouldn’t believe, Yui. Some really crazy shit’s been happening to me since I got to Wolfe’s Hollow—”

Evidently, Yui’s crazy shit took precedence. “My thesis project has been canceled.”

What!? Caleb was shocked. “Yui, that’s horrible,” he said, shaking his head. And yet Yui’s reaction didn’t seem to match the news at all. He would have expected her to be heartbroken—instead, she looked almost giddy. What the hell? “Did something happen?”

“Uh, I’ll say,” she whispered, leaning in closer to the phone. “Don’t worry, I’m going to get full credit for this semester. All of us in the group are. Caleb—the fucking lab burned down!”

Caleb’s jaw dropped open. From his lap, he heard Eira gasp. His heart skipped a beat when he realized what the elf girl had done, but Yui must have assumed the sound came from him. She didn’t look suspicious in the slightest.

“Holy shit!” Caleb said. “I’m so glad you’re okay! You weren’t there when it happened, were you?”

Awful possibilities filled his mind’s eye. He’d been in the engineering building where Yui and the other graduate students used the lab spaces, and the main bulk of the action took place on the fifth floor. If there’d been an emergency that shut down the elevators, the only option to get to the ground would be to take the stairs—which Yui couldn’t do. She’d have had to rely on someone to carry her, which was never a certainty when people were freaking out and evacuating.

Yui must have been able to see the concern written across his face. “Nah,” she said. “It happened at, like, three in the morning apparently. They think it was faulty wiring or something like that. There’s going to be a full investigation is what I heard.”

Caleb heaved a sigh of relief. “That’s good.”

Again, Yui’s response was peculiar. She leaned back in her seat, resting against the headboard of her dorm bed. With the camera zoomed out a bit, Caleb could see the shelves all around her, laden with gadgets and gizmos of every time. Yui liked to collect expensive tech—and she liked to have it at arm’s length as much as possible, for obvious reasons.

“So I’m just chilling today,” she said, giving the camera a smirk. “I’ve suddenly found myself with a whole bunch of time on my hands…”

Had Caleb been on the ball, he would have noticed that tone in Yui’s voice right away. But with a gorgeous elf girl squirming in his lap, grinding against his manhood, any thoughts more coherent than those needed to carry on a casual conversation felt like they were suspended in molasses.

“Yeah, shit,” he said. “Maybe you could set up a D&D game or something?”

Yui shrugged. “Maybe. How are things going with your granddad’s house? The back of your truck looked packed.”

Caleb glanced over his shoulder. The pile of supplies rose up high enough to be seen from the cab, tied down with bungee cords.

“I’ve got my work cut out for me,” he said, smiling at Yui. “Listen, I’m kind of in the middle of something, but maybe I can talk to you more tonight? If you’re free?”

Eira giggled. “She’s cute!” she whispered.

Caleb nudged her with his knee, a little hard.

Fortunately, Yui didn’t hear it. “I’m nothing but free for the rest of the semester,” she said, giving him a duh look. “Honestly, I’m thinking of going on vacation or something. Maybe take my ass to the beach.”

Again, she spoke with a tone that Caleb really should have picked up on. But Yui’s words flew right over his head. For the noble men of the world, like Caleb, their curse has always been that of the medieval knight Percival—to not see a treasure when it’s been dangled in front of your eyes. To miss obvious opportunities when they present themselves.

But never forget—it was Percival who found the Holy Grail in the end.

“That sounds like a cool idea,” he said. “Tonight, then?”

“Sure,” Yui drawled. “I’ll try to keep my busy social calendar clear. I want to hear about this weird stuff that’s been happening to you since you moved into your grandfather’s house.”

“I’ll tell you all about it,” he promised. You won’t believe half of it.

Yui’s eyes widened. “Ooh, it’s not haunted, is it? Wait, don’t tell me! Save it for tonight, when it gets dark. I love ghost stories!”

They said their goodbyes, and Caleb just managed to get the phone hung up and the call ended before Eira did something with his belt that would have crossed a line they couldn’t have come back from. He swiftly lifted her back into the passenger seat.

“What did you do that for?” Caleb wanted to know. “You almost got us both caught!”

Eira’s grin was every bit as fun and naughty as a man could hope for. “Relax, I was just having fun!” she protested, nibbling her bottom lip. “No harm done, right?”

None save for a small one. As the elf girl rose back into the passenger seat, a burly man who’d been making his way to his car with a heavy bag full of plumbing tools jerked a thumb in their direction. His eyes met Caleb’s.

“Get a room!” the man shouted. He spat on the ground and continued on to his car.

Caleb watched him go, his cheeks burning. That guy thought the two of them were doing way more than taking a simple phone call.

“I don’t understand,” Eira muttered as the man retreated. “What did he mean, Caleb? Get a room? You already have a room. You have a whole house!”

Caleb sighed. Every time he started to think of Eira as just another fun, flirty girl, something happened to remind him just how different her world and his could be. Even simple things like slang terms needed explaining.

“That guy thought the two of us were… canoodling,” Caleb said, making air quotes with his fingers. “Don’t worry about him. There’s always jackasses in any town.”

Eira’s lips formed a little ’o’ of surprise. “I can’t believe he’d think that!”

Caleb couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, you kind of were laying in my lap,” he said, gesturing at his jeans.

“Yeah, but we’re not at that stage of our relationship,” Eira said, buckling her seatbelt and crossing one leg over the other. “Not yet, anyway.”

Caleb couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.

He thought about that cryptic remark the whole drive home.


Chapter 10

That night, the dinner Eira whipped up for Caleb made her breakfast feast look paltry by comparison.

At her request, Caleb provided her with some of the ’human’ food he’d bought from the local grocery store after they left the home improvement shop.  The addition of fresh, local ingredients elevated what was already a stellar meal into the stratosphere, and provided the sorts of vitamins and nutrients Eira insisted Caleb couldn’t get from magically-altered food.

He wasn’t about to argue with her. Not when the results were so amazing.

He’d come to the dinner table hungry. After they’d returned from their shopping trip, both of them separated and moved down different paths—Eira unpacking the groceries, exploring the house and preparing dinner, Caleb setting up all the supplies he’d purchased from the home improvement store and making the first easiest repairs to his grandfather’s mansion. A little time away from Eira focused his thoughts, and let him ruminate on his new circumstances.

It was hard to think when Eira was around, for sure. As soon as they’d walked through the door, she discarded her glamour like someone taking off her high heels after a party. She’d shimmied back into one of Caleb’s oversized sweatshirts and taken off everything else, evidently pleased with the primal effect her skimpy clothing had on him.

In response, Caleb spent the afternoon trying his best not to think about the women in his life. That didn’t last long, though, once dinner started.

Evidently, Eira had also been watching television. There was no set top box in his grandfather’s mansion, but his laptop connected to the wi-fi just fine. He had subscriptions to a bunch of different services, and when he came down to eat, Eira was just finishing up what looked like a horror movie from the 1980’s. Two young people in the uniforms of a summer camp snuck up on a young woman who was humming to herself. When they got closer, the woman stood up—revealing herself to be holding a bloody knife and a man’s severed head.

“Yeesh,” Caleb said, taking his seat at the table. “You trying to kill my appetite, Eira?”

She looked up from the laptop with a smirk. “I find your horror movies so interesting,” she said, her eyes returning to the screen. “The interplay of sex and violence. The themes of repression and catharsis. Plus they’re really, really fun to watch.”

“They are at that,” Caleb agreed.

On the screen, the girl with the severed head screamed like a banshee, her face transfixed into something inhuman. She almost looked like a resident of the Wyrdworld herself.

“I noticed you’d watched this one already,” Eira said conversationally. “This is a favorite of yours, I assume?”

Caleb glanced over at the laptop, trying his best not to ogle the elf. “Uh, sure,” he said, shrugging. “I’m a sucker for the slasher genre. Always have been. Not too violent for you, though?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Eira purred, a wicked smile spreading across her face. “It’s definitely the sort of thing I’d rather watch curled up with someone else, rather than alone.”

With that declaration, she snapped the laptop closed with a smile and joined him at the table. She looks a lot better without that silly glamour, he thought. She’d been beautiful as a human, but she was even more beautiful as an elf.

The conversation fell to a lull as the two of them ate. Eira finished her meal quickly, and just sort of watched Caleb as he wolfed down a plate of incredible food. There was a strange look on her face—it was intense, like she wanted to stare directly into his soul. He wasn’t sure if he liked it or not.

“You know,” she said as Caleb’s pace finally slowed. “I’ve never met anyone like you before.”

He swallowed and cleared his throat with a sip of water. “A Crafter?”

“No,” she said. “A good man. Truly good, not just good in the way someone is good when they want people to see them that way. You’d be good even behind a locked door, wouldn’t you Caleb? Where no one else could see you?”

Now was his moment. He sensed it in his bones.

Caleb pushed his plate away. “Why don’t you get me behind a locked door where no one else can see and find out?”

Eira looked him up and down. For a second, he felt certain she was going to slide out of that baggy sweatshirt and hop into his arms. Then a guarded look entered her face, as if she’d just remembered something she’d rather have forgotten.

“You have a crush on that human, right?” she asked, her tone flat. “The one you were talking to on the phone today. I mean, she clearly has a crush on you.”

Caleb shook his head. How could Eira be so perceptive in some ways and so completely blind in others? The thought that maybe the elf girl saw Yui more clearly than he did never even entered his mind.

“It’s not like that,” he said. “Yui and me, we’ve never been… well, we’re friends. Good friends. Been that way since we were both little kids. Our families were close, and we grew up together.”

Eira nodded slowly. “She seemed like she wanted to be more than just friends. It sounded to me like she was angling for you to invite her out here to your grandfather’s mansion.”

“That’s crazy,” he said, not bothering to replay Yui’s words or her tone in his head. “Yui’s not leaving her school, even if there was some kind of fire.” He glanced to the side, a sudden thought making him feel guilty. “Besides, she’d have a hell of a time getting around this old place, anyway.”

“Hmm?” Now it was Eira’s turn to look confused.

Shit, Caleb thought. The elf had only seen Yui’s face. She didn’t know the rest of the picture. Or maybe she had, but didn’t understand it.

“I… it’s a delicate matter,” Caleb said, taking another sip of his drink. “You watched me talking to Yui, right?”

“Of course I did. Why wouldn’t I?”

Caleb nodded. “Then you probably saw the way she was sitting in bed, all propped up. You might have even seen her wheelchair in the corner of the frame.”

At the mention of the word wheelchair, it was as if a light bulb went off over Eira’s head. So she does understand that, Caleb thought. That was good. It would make explaining all this a hell of a lot easier.

For a moment, Eira looked understanding. Then a storm cloud passed over her expression, and her posture changed.

“Caleb, please tell me I’m misunderstanding you,” the elf girl said in a hard tone. “You almost make it sound like this woman is only your friend and not more because she’s disabled. Because you see her as lesser, and not as a suitable partner.”

“Holy shit, no!” Caleb said, lifting his hands. “Not at all, Eira!”

Her face relaxed. “Okay, good. I figured you weren’t like that, but I had to check.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, the motion pressing them together beneath Caleb’s sweatshirt. “So what’s the problem, then?”

Caleb stared off into the middle distance. Painful memories rose in his gut—the kind he didn’t like to think about too often, or for too long.

He cleared his throat and looked Eira in the eyes. “It’s my fault she’s like that,” he said, acid filling his throat. “She’d never say it, not in a million years, but we both know it’s true. If it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t be in that wheelchair.”

Caleb half expected Eira to slap him. The guilt he felt when he said that out loud—words he only ever thought to himself in the privacy of his own skull—was almost overwhelming. Surely she would leave him now. Surely she’d go back to the Wyrdworld, and anything developing between them would be over before it started.

He hung his head, tears filling the corners of his eyes.

Eira hugged him.

She held him tight, rubbing his back, just letting him know she was there. The gesture was so sweet, so understanding without having to say a single word, that Caleb felt he might start to tear up.

Eventually, Eira pulled back. She put a finger under his chin and lifted his face to hers. “Tell me everything,” she said, her eyes brimming with sympathy. “I want to know.”

So he did.

“I was seventeen, and she was sixteen,” Caleb explained. “There was this movie she wanted to go see—I don’t even remember what it was now. It was Spring Break, and we were both out of classes. We had dinner, and saw the movie, and I was taking Yui back to her house. It felt so… so grown up, you know? Even though both of us were just stupid teenagers.”

Eira nodded along. “Were you two on a date?”

The word had a heavy connotation for Caleb. “I thought so.” Even through the awful parts, through everything he’d been through, he still managed to smile at that. “I think Yui did, too. Both of us were too shy to say anything about it, of course, but she’d been the one who asked me out. I remember I was hoping I might get a kiss at her front door…”

“What happened next?”

Caleb’s expression darkened. “I don’t remember it very well. One minute I was driving down the highway, headed for our neighborhood. The next I was in the ER with all these tubes hanging out of me, and I felt like I’d been dunked in a blender set on puree. Later on, they told me it was a drunk driver. Some asshole who shot over the median into oncoming traffic, swerved, and t-boned our vehicle.” He shook his head.

Eira gasped. “That must have been awful!”

Caleb nodded. “It was. The injuries hurt, but weren’t life-threatening. The car flipped in the accident, but my belt held. Apparently they had to cut me out of my dad’s old sedan.” His lips formed a tight little line. “Yui wasn’t so lucky.”

“She was hurt badly?”

Caleb laughed bitterly. “It’s ironic, you know? She got thrown from the car when it rolled. At first, the paramedics thought it was a miracle—she didn’t have a scratch on her. Not a fucking scratch.” He held his head in his hands. “The injury was on the inside. In her spine, one of her vertebrae. She lost the feeling in her legs, and she never got it back.”

He started to sob. Having lived through it was bad enough—recounting it was almost intolerable. It had felt so terrible; seeing the looks on the faces of his friends and family. No one had blamed him, of course, but he’d done that to himself more than enough to make up for it.

The way Yui’s parents cried when they came into her room would haunt him for the rest of his life. He knew it.

When he came back to himself, Eira was squeezing his hand. “Caleb, you know it wasn’t your fault, right?”

He pulled his hand back. “Of course it was. I was driving. If I’d been faster to react, or if I turned the wheel a different way right before the hit, we might have been alright. Or it might have been me who ended up breaking his spine, and Yui with the busted ribs and the fractured wrists.” He glanced down at his own, which hadn’t healed quickly. “My parents said it wasn’t my fault. Yui’s parents said it wasn’t my fault. But deep down, Eira, I know. I failed Yui that day.”

Eira shook her head, tears in her eyes. “You’re wrong,” she said, taking his hand once more. “Caleb, you couldn’t possibly be more wrong! You said it yourself—a drunk driver went into incoming traffic and hit you. There wasn’t anything you could possibly have done. You probably didn’t even know anything was wrong. You just got hit and woke up in the hospital.” Her expression hardened. “The man who drove drunk did this to your friend. Not to you.”

“He died,” Caleb said in a low voice. “The guy who did it. Died at the scene.”

Eira nodded.

“I’m glad he did,” Caleb said, meeting the elf girl’s eyes. “Because if he hadn’t, I’d have killed him myself. Then I’d be in jail, instead of living this life.”

A fierce look spread across Eira’s face. “I understand what you mean,” she said, gripping his shoulder. “Trust me. I understand better than you could possibly imagine.”

Hell, maybe she does, he thought.

“So the two of you were going to get together,” Eira prompted. “And the accident changed that?”

“It didn’t change it for me,” Caleb said, letting out another one of those mirthless laughs. “But it changed it for Yui. You know I actually offered to marry her right after?”

Eira let out a disbelieving gasp. “Really?”

Caleb made a face. “Makes me cringe now. I thought I could take care of her—it was my fault, and so I’d spend the rest of my life making it right. But Yui could see right through that. She knew it was just my guilt. And she had plenty of her own.” He swallowed hard, remembering. “She turned me down. Not just the proposal. Dating, all of it. She said she didn’t want me to be ’tied down to half a woman’.”

“That’s harsh,” Eira said. “But Yui was suffering. Maybe she was in pain when she said that.”

“She was. We both were. I’m just telling you this, Eira, because I want you to understand. Yui is my friend, and I care deeply about her. I wouldn’t be in the business I’m in right now, learning what I am at college, if it wasn’t for that accident. I wouldn’t be this good man you seem to think I am—that I’m glad you see when you look at me, because I don’t see him in the mirror.”

“You are a good man,” Eira said, looking deeply into his eyes. “You don’t even know how good you are, Caleb Holdstock.”

He smiled slightly at his full name. “But all that between me and Yui—it’s in the past,” he assured her. “I got over it. The two of us are just friends, and that’s all we’re going to be.”

Eira didn’t look convinced. As always, a woman’s intuition was a more powerful tool than anything Percival or the Knights of the Round Table could command. But the elf girl wisely kept her mouth shut about it for the moment.

“So you’re completely single, then?” Eira asked, nibbling her bottom lip. “You promise? Yui doesn’t have, like, right of first refusal on your girlfriends?”

That actually made Caleb laugh. “No. Nothing like that.”

He felt about a hundred pounds lighter. What was it about talking things out with a good, understanding woman that seemed to ease the burdens within a man’s soul? Pouring out his problems to Eira had the opposite effect of what he’d expected. He’d been bracing himself for scorn, to be abandoned—instead he was being embraced and understood.

And the best was yet to come.

“Good,” Eira said, sliding into Caleb’s lap. “Because I wouldn’t want to be accused of muscling in on her territory.”

And she kissed him, deep and hard.

Her lips tasted like cinnamon and spice. Caleb groaned in surprise as her mouth opened against his, then in delight as his hands slid beneath her sweatshirt and pulled her to him. The kiss grew deeper and more intense. He felt the press of her breasts through her thin shirt, the heat of her breath on his cheek.

Despite how many times he’d fantasized about it, and how close they’d come to this point at so many moments, he could hardly believe this was happening. God, it was so good.

His body responded to the kiss in the most natural way possible. Eira felt it and laughed joyously, pulling back from him with a giggle. She looked down and saw his bulge tenting his pants, her eyes widening in shock at his size. She reached down, tracing the shape of his erection with her fingertip.

Caleb groaned. “Oh shit...”

The elf girl gave him a sly look. “I can handle the dishes later,” she said, her eyes traveling up to the ceiling. “What do you say we take this to the bedroom?”

Caleb didn’t need to be told twice.

His hands slid down Eira’s back, tracing her curves beneath the thin fabric of the sweatshirt. Once he got where he was going he gave her ass a squeeze, confirming that she wasn’t wearing a stitch beneath the outfit she’d borrowed from him.

He stood up, lifting her as he did. Eira gasped, wrapping her legs around his midsection as he carried her to the stairs. She panted as they walked, her heart pounding like a jackhammer against his chest as he made his way up the stairs. Any worries he’d had about Eira not being into this evaporated—the elf girl was just as into him as he was into her. He could feel how turned on she was, the way her body tensed against him like a live wire.

He reached the top of the stairs and kicked open his bedroom door. He tossed Eira onto the bed and kissed her hard, his hands working beneath her shirt. Soon the two of them were rolling together across the mattress, their mouths moving and tongues twining while they explored each other’s bodies. Caleb felt his belt get removed, then his boots, then his jeans.

Once he was down to his boxers, Eira put a hand on his chest. She stood up next to the bed, grinned, then grabbed the hem of his sweatshirt and tugged it over her head.

His eyes widened, and his words caught in his throat. Eira was completely naked.

Her skin shone with a faint silvery glow. There wasn’t a single strand of hair anywhere on her body save for the top of her head, and the slit between her legs was pink and shining with juice. Her nipples stiffened in the chilly air of the bedroom, and her ass was so firm and supple Caleb felt he could have bounced a quarter off it.

“You like what you see?” Eira asked, giggling.

Caleb didn’t need to respond. The elf girl could see from the tent he was making in his boxers just how badly he wanted her. Eira laughed with anticipation, her silver cheeks flushing red as she ran a hand up and down her body, cupping one supple breast and teasing her nipple.

Caleb couldn’t take it any more. He reached for her, but Eira pushed away with a grin, shaking her head.

“Not just yet,” she said, her voice crackling with heat. “I really want to blow your mind, Caleb. Like really really.”

“You already are,” he said, patting the mattress. “Now get that sweet ass over here—”

Before he could say another word, Eira passed a hand over her face. For the second time since he’d met her, a shimmering aura spread from her palm, altering her features in the blink of an eye. When her hand dropped from her chin at last, the face of the cute camp counselor from the horror movie they’d been watching stared back at him.

Caleb’s jaw dropped open.

“Pretty hot, right?” Eira asked. “Benefits of having a girl who can change her face. It doesn’t even take me all that much energy to do it.”

“Wow,” Caleb said. He was still trying to process the possibilities. “That’s amazing.”

Eira giggled. “If there’s ever anyone you wanted to have a roll in the hay with, tonight’s your lucky night,” she purred. “I can do requests…”

With that, she ran her fingers back over her features. The face of the cute camp counselor dissolved, replaced with that of a much more famous actress with fans the world over. Eira shifted her hand once more, transforming into a supermodel they’d seen on the cover of a magazine in the grocery store.

She flashed through glamour after glamour, hopping through all the major male fantasies. Cute blonde cheerleader, voluptuous redheaded temptress. She became Latina, then Indian, then southeast Asian in the blink of an eye.

Finally she passed her hand over her beautiful face one more time. When her fingers moved away, it was Yui staring down at him on the bed.

His heart jumped into his throat. Suddenly his mouth was so dry it was a challenge to swallow.

“Not that,” he said, shaking his head.

Eira quickly transformed back to her original face. “Sorry,” she said, a touch too quickly. “I just thought you might…”

“I don’t want any of those,” Caleb said, reaching out for the gorgeous elf. “I want the real you, Eira.”

The girl beamed from ear to ear. That was exactly what she wanted to hear.

“Well now,” she purred, her ass jiggling back and forth as she put her knee on the edge of the bed. “That, I think I can definitely do…”

He pulled her to him, kissing her hard.


Chapter 11

It took everything Caleb had not to throw Eira to the mattress and mount her right then and there. With her sleek, gorgeous frame in his arms and her soft female body all over his, his blood felt like liquid fire in his veins. His rod ached, leaving a damp patch across the front of his boxers that Eira was only too glad to grind herself against. He felt like he was going to lose control.

Just as the urge to push the elf girl down and pin her onto the mattress became too strong to resist, Eira placed a hand on his chest.

“Before we go any further, there’s something I need to tell you.”

Uh oh. That doesn’t sound good. Caleb tried to control his mounting frustration. Now that the two of them had finally confessed their feelings, he couldn’t wait much longer to consummate things.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Eira blushed. “Nothing’s wrong. It’s just… you’re my first. Human, that is.”

Woah. For a second, he thought she’d meant his first completely. That would have been a level of responsibility he wasn’t sure he was ready to take on, however much he knew it would feel amazing to be Eira’s first.

“Well, you’re my first elf,” he shot back with a smile. “Not my first entirely, though. I mean, I’ve had girlfriends—it’s just been a while since I’ve had time for much of a love life—”

Eira cut him off with a finger on his lips. Good thing, too, because he was starting to babble.

“I totally understand,” she said with a little smile. His eyes continued to roam over her curves, devouring every inch of her naked body. She looked hesitant, like there was something about the act of climbing into bed with him that she was a little bit afraid of. He wondered what it could be.

“You know how I mentioned that people from my world sneak into yours all the time to hook up with the residents?” Eira asked.

Caleb nodded. He remembered.

She glanced up and met his eyes. “The stereotype is that humans are big. Like, really big. And unlike elf guys, they know how to use what they’re packing.” Her gaze strayed to the bulge in his boxers, and she unconsciously licked her lips. “From what I’ve seen of you, they’re definitely not telling tales—”

Feeling bold, Caleb tugged down the waistband of his boxers. His bare manhood popped free, thick and veiny, and his balls bounced against the elastic as they settled beneath. He was rock hard. A clear bead of precum dribbled from his tip.

Very little in Caleb’s life had ever been quite as satisfying as seeing Eira’s face just then, and hearing her little gasp of pleasure of shock. “By the Pointed God, you’re packing!” she whimpered, bringing her fingertips to her lips. “My female friends definitely weren’t exaggerating about human men…”

Caleb couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I get it—it’s your first time with a guy like me,” he said, gesturing for her to join him on the bed. “Don’t worry. I’ll go slow. I’ll be gentle.” He reached out and cupped her ass, gripping it. “Right up until you start begging me to fuck you hard.”

Eira groaned, only the whites of her eyes showing. “You have no idea what you do to me,” she whimpered, sounding as if she were speaking to herself. “I’m really not this kind of girl usually, I promise. I don’t normally go stripping off my clothes and jumping into the beds of strange human men!”

“I don’t normally do it with girls I’ve just met, either,” Caleb admitted. “I feel it too, Eira. There’s a spark between us. Whatever this is, it’s special.”

She purred as she went down on her hands and knees on the mattress. The way she arched her back was so sweet that Caleb wished his eyes were cameras, so he could capture the moment in crystal-clear focus forever.

“It is,” Eira echoed. “Come here, baby. Let me show you a little magic…”

She knelt down and kissed him, her breasts swaying back and forth as she crawled across the bed. His hands encircled her waist, pulling her to him as the two of them made out hot and heavy. Caleb’s hands moved up and down her sides, exploring the elf girl’s perfect body as their tongues explored each other’s mouths. He finally settled for one hand on the back of her neck, and one down on her ass.

His mouth tasted like cinnamon, and his brain burned with desire. He couldn’t think about anything except how badly he wanted her, but he remembered his promise. Slow and sweet, until Eira begged him for more.

Well, he thought. Time to make her beg.

Caleb tipped the elf girl backward, pressing her into the mattress. She giggled and moaned, wrapping her legs around him as he planted a trail of kisses from her lips all the way down to her firm, perky breasts. Eira kept arching her hips, grinding the lips of her sex against his inner thighs and the base of his cock, but he was careful not to enter her too early.

Caleb took his time. He kissed and sucked at Eira’s stiff nipples, stoking her desire until the channel between her legs was as wet and warm as a river overspilling its banks.

“Mmmh, fuck!” She trembled beneath Caleb, only the whites of her eyes showing. One leg kicked out madly while the other remained hooked around his waist. “You really have no idea what you do to me, Caleb. This isn’t even a human thing. I can’t explain it, it’s just…!”

“Shh,” Caleb whispered. He gave her nipple a long, teasing suck, then moved back up to her collarbone and spread her legs. “I feel it, too. There’s just something about you, Eira. You drive me crazy.”

He paused, a smile spreading across his face.

“Maybe it’s magic?”

For once, it was Eira who couldn’t tell if Caleb was the one joking.

“Whatever it is, I hope it never stops,” she panted, rubbing herself against him. She laughed and pulled him close, whimpering. “I’m ready for you, Caleb. Please, please be gentle. You’re so big…”

Nodding, Caleb mounted Eira. He lifted her legs, putting them on either side of his waist as she laid back and watched him press the crown of his cock between her thighs. He teased her until she was quivering like a woman having a seizure, her mouth working slowly in an expression of beautiful agony.

Neither of them could take it any longer. Slowly, gently, he pushed his manhood into her.

Eira threw her head back and screamed, a sound of pure pleasure and relief. Caleb knew deep in his soul that there’d been a part of him that had wanted this since the moment he saw the beautiful elf, and that there was a similar part of her that had wanted the same thing ever since she’d seen him.

Now, finally, they were one.

“Yes!” Eira cried, arching her back and her pelvis as Caleb pushed into her. “Oh my gawwwd!”

If Caleb could speak, he’d have been saying something similar. The walls of Eira’s sex were like a pair of tight, hot silk gloves, clenching around him and milking him with the rhythm of a dancer’s hips. She felt perfect. Utterly perfect.

The whole rest of the world melted away as Caleb bottomed out inside of her. As his balls slapped against her thighs, a tingle traveled from the tip of his prick all the way to the top of his spine. The world turned warm and fuzzy and the colors grew more vibrant. Every detail seemed to jump out at him, like he’d just done a hit of some expensive drug.

He leaned back, Eira’s legs wrapping around him tighter as he looked down and watched his thick prick disappear inside of Eira slow and hard. Wet squelching sounds filled the bedroom as he ground against her soaking walls, their cries of passion mingling in his ears.

“Does that feel as un-fucking-believable for you as it does for me?” Caleb managed to gasp.

The look in Eira’s eyes told him everything he needed to know. His big human cock was hitting spots inside of her that no one had ever touched before, and her soft walls gripped him in ways that he’d never thought possible.

With Caleb’s other girlfriends, the excitement of hooking up for the first time made him think of chugging a large cup of coffee. With Eira, it was more like doing a line of blow off of a supermodel’s ass. He wasn’t just filled with pleasure—he felt high, as if the tight, perfect slit between the elf girl’s legs was quite literally magical.

“Yes,” Eira admitted. Her eyes shone with an eerie, unearthly light. It wasn’t just the look of a woman who was deep in the fever of lust, either. This was magic. “Gods yes, Caleb! I knew that humans were different, but I had no idea they could fuck like this…!”

Caleb grinned. What was that Mark Twain said about a man living for years off of a single compliment? Before this night was over, he was going to have enough self-esteem to be practically immortal. All thanks to Eira and her magic elf pussy.

Caleb thrust deep into that magic elf pussy, exploring its soft, silky folds. Whenever he looked down at the spot where the two of them joined, he saw her puffy nether lips gripping him tight, tugging as he pulled back like she didn’t want to let him go.

He didn’t blame her. She felt like heaven.

“Damn, that’s so tight,” Caleb panted. He lowered himself into Eira’s arms, kissing her deeply as she wrapped her legs around him. He lifted himself up onto his knees and fucked her into the mattress, savaging her with deep strokes as the two made out. Her hands went everywhere, exploring his body as he pounded her like his chest, back and ass were treasures she couldn’t believe she possessed.

Finally Eira could take no more. She broke the kiss, laying her head to the side on the pillow as she grinned up at him.

“Enough,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “I want to ride you, Caleb.”

That sounded good to him. He pulled out of Eira’s channel, teasing the hard nub at the apex of her pleasure a few times with his swollen crown, then sat up against the headboard and patted his thighs.

“C’mere,” he grunted, his stiff prick dripping with juice.

To his surprise, Eira didn’t mount him in the way he expected.  She flipped around and straddled him from behind, running the swollen, dripping lips of her sex up and down his stiff prick while her big rear bounced up and down.

Was it still reverse cowgirl when the woman doing it was an elf from a fantasy world? Or was there another word for the position?

Caleb didn’t know. He didn’t care.

He wanted her.

Eira glanced at Caleb over her shoulder, giggling as she wrapped her fingers around the base of his manhood. She guided the tip between her soft, silky lips, teasing him as she lifted her rear up and down.

“You love the way that elf pussy feels, don’t you, human?” Eira laughed. Her long white hair trailed down her back, devoid of color now that she wasn’t glamouring herself to look more like a human woman.

Caleb grunted in response.

“I’m right there with you! It’s so frustrating to be denied it after getting to feel my walls all around you, squeezing that big human dick the way that makes it feel so good!” Eira grinned wickedly. “But it’s fun to make you whimper, Caleb. Shit, I kind of want to make you beg for this pussy!”

He forced back a smile. He could see where Eira was going with this.

“Y-you bitch,” Caleb said through gritted teeth. “Gave me a taste, and now you won’t let me have it all?”

The tip of his manhood entered her, but just the tip. No matter how he bucked and thrashed, trying to upthrust into her, Eira would just arch her back and chuckle. He wanted to claim her, to fill her all the way to the base, to make her his.

“I had no idea a human guy would be this fun to play with,” Eira panted. “Gods, you should see the look on your face…!”

Caleb didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what she wanted, what she was goading him to do.

Thwack!

He brought his hand down on Eira’s round, silver-pale ass, giving her a hearty spank.

The change in Eira couldn’t have been more extreme. She arched her back, her pussy boiling over as the mixture of pleasure and pain short circuited her elven brain. Her hips dropped, the soft walls of her channel parting for him as her sleeve swallowed him all the way down to his balls.

“Unnngh!” Eira whimpered. “Oh fuck!”

Caleb followed it up with another smack, this time to the other cheek. The first one already had a dark place beginning to spread across the pale skin, in the outline of his hand. Something about it made him feel so hot—it was so dominant, so primal.

He grabbed her long hair and wrapped it around his fingers, using it as leverage to thrust inside of her. Not that he needed to thrust. The moment she felt the pain, Eira rode him like her life depended on it.

Her big tits bounced up and down as she took him hard, and her perfect, heart-shaped ass jiggled as she impaled herself on his dick again and again. The two of them made the bed shake, the frame rocking and creaking beneath the sheer force of their rutting.

Caleb grabbed hold of Eira’s hair again and tugged, using it as a leash. Eira whimpered and cried out, her eyes rolling back in her head. As her back arched, he reached around with the hand that had been spanking her and rubbed her clit while his cock pumped in and out of her.

“Oh fuck,” Eira moaned. “You know just what I like! God, how are you so fucking perfect—”

He answered with another slap on her pert rear. His hand moved like that for some time—teasing her clit, then spanking her, then massaging that aching nub some more. In no time at all, Eira was a mess. The elf girl sobbed with pleasure, the alternating pain and pleasure sending her into a headspace Caleb knew she’d never been in before. She had no way to process being spoiled like a princess, then used like a whore, then back to princess again.

“That’s right,” he said. He felt her walls gripping him tight and knew she was near the peak. “Be a good girl and take it. Take my cock.”

“Yes!” Eira cried, slamming herself down on him as hard as she could. “I’ll be your good girl, Caleb! I’ll do anything you say, just keep giving me that big human cock! Oh Gods, I’m yours! I’m yours, Caleb, and I’m going to cum…!”

Eira’s words dissolved in a cry of passion as she came. Her pussy clenched around him, dripping with juice as she rode out the throes of her ecstasy. His fingers rubbed her clit mercilessly until she could take it no longer—when she lifted her hips, trying desperately to get away, he took the soaked fingers and forced them into her mouth. She sucked them greedily, her eyes rolling back in her head as she continued to pulse and clench.

Suddenly the bed frame gave a loud squeak, followed by a snap.

The mattress sank beneath them, hitting the floor on one side. They looked down and saw that the wooden frame of the bed—probably an antique back when Caleb’s grandfather had bought it—had splintered down the side, breaking into two pieces.

“Oops,” Caleb said, starting to laugh.

“Worth it,” Eira replied, grinning.

It was.

Still laughing, Caleb pulled out of Eira. He carried her in his arms as he slid to the edge of the broken bed, putting his feet on the floor. He let her down on the carpet, stared down at her, and took hold of his prick.

Eira understood. “I know exactly what you need,” the elf girl whimpered, sinking to her knees next to Caleb.

Eira wrapped her lips around Caleb’s shaft, moaning as his taste flooded her senses. The mixture of his precum and her juices must have been intoxicating, because suddenly it was like she came alive in a way he’d never seen before. She took him deeper than deep, sucking him until her nose was pressed against his pelvis and the tip of his prick hit the back of her throat.

With a grunt, he thrust deep into Eira’s mouth, fucking her face. Was it too much?

Eira’s eyes met his. The elf girl winked.

No. It was perfect.

He kept going until he felt the telltale tingle that told him he was right on the edge. Eira swirled his tongue around him, bringing more precum from his manhood that she swallowed eagerly. The true flood was about to come—he could feel himself jerking and throbbing, getting ready to shoot.

With a giggle, Eira leaned back, pulling off him and opening her mouth wide. Her tongue lolled from between her pouty lips as she stroked him hard, jacking off his throbbing prick inches away from her face.

“Cum for me, Caleb!” the elf begged. “Cum all over my face…!”

Caleb erupted. His manhood spurted, shooting a thick jet of seed onto her waiting tongue. Eira moaned with triumph, swallowing it down greedily as she continued milking him with her slender fingers. He shot rope after rope of hot cum all over her pretty face, her eyes shining with lust. It covered her forehead, her cheeks—some of it got all over her tits. Eira was the best target for his load he could have imagined.

As he came down from his peak, the elf girl wrapped her lips around the head of his cock and sucked him dry. Whatever magic the two of them experienced, it seemed to be concentrated in his load. Just tasting it made Eira look and act like she was in the middle of an intense, euphoric drug trip. Sucking it straight from the source was almost too much for her handle.

As soon as he was empty, Eira licked her lips. “Fuck,” she cooed. “Your cum tastes so good, Caleb. I already want some more…”

Caleb hauled the elf girl off the floor. She came with a squeal, spreading her legs as he tossed her over the mattress and entered her from behind. She arched her back beautifully, meeting him stroke for stroke as he pounded her doggy style.

Even cumming all over her beautiful face wasn’t enough to extinguish the flame within him.

The two of them fucked like animals, the broken bed completely forgotten. Caleb had his hands in Eira’s long white hair, tugging her head back as he pounded her. The elf girl bit her bottom lip and grinned, her eyes rolling back in her head. At some point, Eira came all over him once more, screaming out her pleasure.

The pleasure built and built, becoming unbearable. He knew he was going to cum.

Caleb’s balls slammed against Eira’s hips with every thrust. Her walls welcomed him inside of her with every stroke, her pussy squeezing him like a fist. She threw herself back on him as hard as he could, but it was beyond question that both of them were nearing the point of exhaustion. This would be the last time he got off—the grand finale before he got a well-deserved rest.

He wanted to make it count.

His hips slammed into her, making the already broken bed shake even further. It was going to be splinters by the time he was done, but he didn’t care. He could buy another one.

Hell, he could build it.

Eira whimpered and came again, her nails digging into the mattress. “Cum in me,” she begged, the desperation in her voice doing things to Caleb that he couldn’t admit to any other human being.

“I… I can’t,” he said as he continued pumping.

“I’m on magical birth control. So you can fill me with your seed and not worry at all.”

Those words filled him with new pleasure, and his climax built, roaring in his chest like a furnace.

Then, all at once, it exploded.

With a roar, Caleb thrust himself into Eira as hard and deep as he could go. He grabbed her hips with both hands, digging in tight enough to bruise as his cock jerked and shot deep within her.

He filled her with his seed, pumping her elf pussy to the brim with his thick, creamy cum. There was so much of it that the result had to be magical—there was no way his balls could have refilled themselves so quickly. A wave of pure ecstasy rolled over him, making his legs shake and his toes curl.

The feeling of his load inside of her sent Eira over the edge for a final time. She screamed, her whole body shaking as she came right along with him. Her walls gripped him like a second skin, pulling his seed deep into her womb.

Slowly, the world went back to normal. The awesome high he’d felt while inside of Eira began to slowly fade, leaving behind an afterglow almost as nice as the pleasant ache in his arms and legs. He collapsed into the broken bed, laying back on the pillows and staring up at the ceiling as Eira curled up next to him. Her body was covered in a faint sheen of sweat, and a broad grin stretched across her face.

“Was that as incredible for you as it was for me?” she asked in a little voice.

Caleb didn’t answer with words. He put his hand on Eira’s rear and pulled her closer, giving her a kiss. She melted against him, then rested her head on his shoulder as the two of them basked in the aftereffects of their bliss.

“I like you, human,” Eira purred. Her voice was already heavy with exhaustion; she’d probably be out like a light as soon as they finished talking. “No wonder your cultures have so many folktales about fairies and elves and selkies.”

“I thought those were fables,” Caleb muttered. “Morals to instruct medieval peasants. Don’t go near the water alone. Don’t wander off in the forest by yourself. That sort of thing.”

“Nah.” Eira gave him a playful punch on the arm. “Creatures from the Wyrdworld just like to get laid. And you humans are freaking great at it.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” Caleb said with a yawn. “I like having you around Eira.”

Her heart beat faster. For a few moments, Caleb felt as if she was on the verge of telling him something—something she’d been holding back until now. Part of him wondered if it might be the l-word. The two of them barely knew each other, but the spark between them felt undeniable. Caleb, at least, had never had a partner like this before. Being with her felt incredible.

Eira yawned, and her expression changed. “G’night, Caleb,” she whispered, draping an arm over him. “See you in the morning.”

He got the covers up over them both just in time. They drifted off together, snoozing peacefully in each other’s arms.


Chapter 12

At first, Caleb thought the honking was part of his dream.

He fumbled his way to consciousness slowly, the heat of the room lying on him like a thick blanket. From the way the light slanted through the backyard window, it was late in the morning indeed. He’d overslept. Snoozed right through his alarm…

He rolled onto his side and spied the gorgeous, naked elf lying next to him. A grin rose to his face. All of it had been real.

He hadn’t slept through his alarm—he’d forgotten to set it entirely. That hot, sweet night of passion with Eira had left him utterly drained, capable of doing nothing but holding the elf close and passing out with her in his arms.

Caleb spent a few moments examining Eira in the morning light. She was even more beautiful enveloped in its halo than she’d been kneeling in the moonlight. Her shoulders gently rose and fell as she snored, the curve of her hip like the hill on which his house stood.

She’s beautiful, he thought.

Another honk. He had a visitor.

The events of the previous night left him feeling so good that Caleb didn’t ponder the question of who’d come to visit him for more than a moment or two. Still smiling like the world’s luckiest fratboy, he rolled off the bed as quietly as he could and threw on a pair of boxer shorts, along with a thin cotton t-shirt he’d left on the floor a day or two ago. He closed the door behind him as quietly as he could, not wanting to wake up Eira. Let the elf girl sleep.

She’d earned it.

He had an extra spring in his step as he made his way down the stairs. Whoever this person was, they were about to see him in a very, very good mood. As he crossed the living room, Caleb tried to tick off on mental fingers who it could be. His grandfather’s lawyer, maybe? Some kind of delivery?

Perhaps it was someone from Wolfe’s Hollow. Everyone knew his grandfather intimately, it seemed—maybe someone had come to pay their respects. Like the lady at the paint store?

The car honked once more as Caleb approached the front door. He threw it open and stood in the doorway, his good cheer turning to shock as he saw what was waiting for him in his driveway.

It wasn’t someone from Wolfe’s Hollow. And it definitely wasn’t his grandfather’s lawyer.

Sitting just behind his truck at the end of the driveway was an oversized van—the kind with a special ramp on the side for wheelchairs to load and unload. The ramp was down, as it could be lowered and risen automatically, but the chair was still inside the van itself. As he knew it would be, the moment he saw it.

Sitting in the driver’s seat, her hand held just above the horn, was Yui.

It was a common misconception that people with Yui’s disability were unable to drive. The license plate on the front of the van proclaimed the vehicle as a rental The license plate on the front meant it was a rental—an accessible driving vehicle, sometimes called a WAV for wheelchair accessible vehicle instead. Yui’s legs didn’t work, but the car had workarounds for that, and his friend certainly had the money to afford to rent such a conveyance.

“Hey!” Yui waved, flashing a grin that stretched from one ear to the other. “Help me out of this thing and into my chair!”

What the hell was Yui doing here? Caleb wracked his brain, trying to remember if his friend mentioned anything about dropping by this week. Only now did he realize that Yui had really been dropping hints about it all yesterday, and he’d been too oblivious to notice them. That or too distracted by Eira.

Well, there was nothing to do now but help his friend.

Caleb jogged over and walked up the ramp on the side of the van. Yui’s wheelchair had been folded up and tucked between the seats, probably by whatever attendant she’d spoken to at the rental place. They had helpers for the disabled to do things like that, and Yui wouldn’t have been shy about taking advantage of the services. She never had anyone do anything for her that she couldn’t handle herself, but some things were beyond her.

As he pulled the chair down the ramp and unfolded it, Yui watched him. “You should see the look on your face right now, dude,” she giggled. “I don’t think I’ve ever surprised you like this before!”

Caleb brought the chair over to the driver’s side door. “Yui, not that it’s not amazing to see you, but what would you have done if I wasn’t home?” She hadn’t brought anyone with her, which meant if he’d been away from the house there wouldn’t have been anyone to help her out of the driver’s seat. She’d have had to wait for him, or more likely to drive into Wolfe’s Hollow.

Yui grinned. “Gone around on my elbows like Stallone in Rambo,” she said, wiggling her arms. “But I knew you’d be here. You like to sleep in. Though even you’re usually up by now…”

Yui trailed off. Caleb was in the middle of positioning Yui’s wheelchair next to the door when he noticed the shocked look on her face. She was looking back in the direction he’d come—at the front door.

Eira stood in the doorway. Mercifully, she’d glamoured herself before stepping outside, so she had a human face instead of an elvish one. She’d also put on some clothes; but they were Caleb’s clothes. His sweatshirt hugged her shoulders and hips, the hem of it ending at mid-thigh to show off her long, creamy legs.

“Hooooly shit,” Yui whispered. Her lips formed a perfect little ’o’ of surprise. “No wonder you forgot to call me last night…”

Caleb cursed inwardly. He had completely forgotten about his promise to call Yui until that very moment. In all the excitement, he’d let his night of passion with Eira take precedence.

“Hi there!” Eira was already making her way down from the porch. Unlike Caleb, she didn’t look the least bit shocked to see his friend here, uninvited, in the middle of the West Virginia wilderness. “You must be Yui!”

“I did not mean to interrupt anything,” Yui whispered in a voice only Caleb could hear. “Shit, dude, why didn’t you tell me you hooked up with a local girl?”

“It kinda just happened,” Caleb muttered. “We only met a couple of days ago, actually.”

Eira sashayed over and helped Caleb with the door. She didn’t hesitate for a moment at the sight of Yui, nor did her gaze linger for an uncouth amount of time at her condition. Both were rarities among their mutual friends—for Eira to be so chill was a major green flag where Yui was concerned. He saw his friend’s smile grow a touch more genuine as she gave his hookup a once over.

“I’m Eira,” Eira said, extending a hand. “Caleb has told me so much about you. I knew you called yesterday, but I had no idea you were coming over for a visit!”

“I kinda didn’t tell him,” Yui said. A flash of guilt showed on her features—Caleb could tell she was worried she’d inadvertently messed with her best friend’s hookup. “It was meant to be a surprise.”

“He’s certainly surprised!” Eira agreed. “Would you like me to help you into your chair, Yui?”

“I can do it,” Yui insisted. “Just hold the thing steady for me, would you?”

Eira did. Yui insisted on doing the dismounts and climb-ups herself as much as possible—she jokingly referred to these maneuvers as her ’ninja moves’.  She nearly slipped when sliding from the seat of the truck, but quickly righted herself. As she settled into her chair, she tossed the keys to Caleb. “Hold onto those,” she said with a faint smile.

“Can do,” Caleb said, his tone filling with wonder. Yui made her way up the drive, flanked by Eira, and the two of them were chatting and conversing like they’d been girlfriends even longer than he and Yui had known each other. How did girls do that?

“So you’re a local?” Yui was asking as Caleb caught up with the pair. “Did you know Gene Holdstock?”

“Not personally,” Eira said. “Uncle Gene was a great inspiration to my people. Helped members of my family out of a jam more times than I can count. But I never met him myself.”

“Your people?” Yui asked with a frown.

Shit.

Eira flashed an awkward smile. “Oh, you know,” she said, reaching for her pointed ears to smooth them down before remembering she had glamoured them away. “Just normal human slang. Local stuff!”

Caleb nearly slapped his forehead. The differences between his world and Eira’s had never felt so pronounced. If Yui suspected something was up, both of them were going to have a lot of explaining to do. And Yui’s mind was like a steel trap—nothing got past her.

But Yui seemed strangely charmed by Caleb’s hookup. “Ha, yeah,” she said, guiding the chair’s oversized wheels across the gravel. “I’m into normal human slang, too.” She smiled as if the two of them had just made a private joke. “Where did the two of you meet?”

“Hardware store,” Eira said, cutting Caleb off before he could respond. He was going to say library, that he’d run into Eira while doing research into his grandfather’s history. Her idea made more sense. “We bonded over the funny names in the paint aisle.”

A look of amazement lit up Yui’s face. “That was yesterday,” she said, glancing over at Caleb. Her face said she hadn’t realized what a casanova he was. “So you two just ran into each other at the hardware store and ended up spending the night together?”

It wasn’t exactly a tactful question. But he and Yui had always been able to talk like this to each other about relationships. And either because of him or because of her Wyrdworld upbringing, Eira didn’t seem to mind at all.

“I like to move fast,” Eira said with a glint in her eye. “Plus I’m only in town for a few days, same as Caleb. I only swung by Wolfe’s Hollow for the Renaissance Faire.”

Any questions Yui had about Caleb and his hookup were immediately put on hold by the mention of the event.

“What!?” Yui gasped. “Caleb, you didn’t tell me there was a Ren Faire in town!”

“It’s this weekend,” Eira said with a laugh. “I do an extremely good elf cosplay. I gave your friend a little sneak preview of it last night.”

Yui’s jaw dropped to the floor. “Jeeesus, Caleb,” she whispered, giving him a surreptitious little fist bump. “You have learned well, my student.”

This was so awkward. And yet, at the same time, it wasn’t awkward at all.

If he’d been walking up the drive with any other two people in the world, Caleb would have been red in the face and completely unable to speak by now. But he felt no sense of shame or guilt with Yui—she was his best friend, and the two of them could talk about absolutely anything. And the spark he felt between himself and Eira hadn’t faded after their hookup the previous night. If anything, their connection felt even stronger in the warm light of morning.

“So what brings you to our humble neck of the woods?” Eira asked as they reached the porch. Caleb could tell Yui was going to need some help making it to the front door, so he took up a position behind her chair as she rolled to the foot of the stoop. “Caleb told me part of your college burned down?”

“Oh, don’t even get me started!” Yui said in a tone that practically begged to get her started. Her eyes lit up when Eira mentioned the fire—Caleb imagined it was probably the biggest thing that had happened in Yui’s school for a decade. “The Dean of Studies is going crazy, trying to figure out who the culprit was. They didn’t even want to grant me a quick sabbatical to leave classes for a week—as if I were some kind of suspect in an arson case! I mean, look at me!” Yui glanced down at her non-working legs. “Do I look like the sort of girl who could carry cans of gasoline around in the middle of the night?”

Worry creased Eira’s brow. “They think someone set the fire on purpose?”

Yui leaned forward, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. She’d never been able to resist sharing a juicy piece of gossip: it was perhaps her single toxic trait. She was incorrigible that way.

“So, officially no,” Yui said, wiggling her eyebrows. “The school put out a statement and everything, claiming it was an electrical fire that burned down the labs. But the rumor around campus is that someone with a grudge did it. The school’s being really cagey about it, and they’re apparently bringing in a private firm to investigate the whole thing on the hush hush.”

“Wow,” Caleb said. “That’s crazy.”

It didn’t really matter to him, as long as Yui was alright. She didn’t seem bothered at all by the loss of her lab, especially once she’d found out she was going to get credit for her class anyway.

But Eira suddenly looked concerned.

“They really think that?” she asked, looking down at Yui. “You don’t know of any students who might have had a reason to do a thing like that, do you?”

Yui snorted. “Seriously? You’d have to be totally fucking crazy to burn a building down. I don’t know any twisted firestarters—or at least if I do, they’re smart enough to hide it.”

Huh? Why was Eira so interested in this? It wasn’t her state; it wasn’t even her realm. He could understand being concerned for Yui, of course, but this seemed a little bit beyond the pale.

“Fair enough,” Eira finally said. “I’m glad you’re okay. I know you mean a lot to Caleb.”

A faint blush rose to Yui’s cheeks. “Yeah, definitely! I’m glad I could be here. But really, if I’m interrupting anything, or cramping your style, I could always drive back into town and get set up somewhere in Wolfe’s Hollow.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Caleb said. He felt grateful that Yui had been the one to bring it up, as it would make things easier.

“What!?” To Caleb’s surprise it was Eira, not Yui, who seemed shocked by this declaration. “Yui, do not listen to this man! We would be thrilled to have you here!”

“The place needs renovations,” Caleb cut in. “Look at the damned porch! How is Yui supposed to get around the place before I make any adjustments to make things easier for her?”

Eira crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Then we’ll just help her,” she said, cocking an eyebrow. “Besides, I thought the whole point of flipping a place like this was to make it easier for someone like Yui to live there. Wouldn’t having her here to point out the issues you overlooked be helpful?”

He thought Yui had looked shocked before. Having the girl she thought was just Caleb’s one-night stand come roaring to her defense had her jaw on the floor. Her arms gripped the sides of her wheelchair like she was a little afraid she might fall upwards into the sky.

“I’m sure the place could use a disability expert,” Yui said as she looked up at the windows on the mansion’s second floor. “Not to mention a feminine touch. Though maybe you’ve been helping Caleb with that, Eira.”

“Oh, not at all!” Eira grabbed the handles on the back of the chair and tilted Yui upwards, helping her device onto the porch with a gentle shove. “You’d be very much appreciated, I can tell.”

Caleb watched the two of them with growing amazement. “Hey, don’t I get a say in any of this?”

The two women looked back at him as one, their faces those of two women so obviously in cahoots with each other that it seemed like Eira and Yui had been best friends for years.

“Oh come on, baby, we have to be hospitable,” Eira said, taking his arm. “Besides, you’ve told me so much about Yui. I really want to get to know her better, and I know we could show her a good time around Wolfe’s Hollow. Plus, there’s the Ren Faire to think about…”

Caleb shook his head. He’d been outmaneuvered, that was for sure. How had the two women gotten onto the same page so damned quickly? They were on the same wavelength almost as deeply as he and Eira were. Dimly, he wondered if Yui felt a little bit of that ’spark’ he experienced around the beautiful elf, but he quickly dismissed the thought.

Once inside, Caleb and Eira gave Yui a tour of the place. Obviously they couldn’t go up onto the second floor, or down into the basement—not unless Yui wanted to be carried, which she didn’t seem to be down for. She oohed and ahhed over the condition of the place, pointing out a few flaws that needed to be fixed but mostly just mooning over how cool and rustic Caleb’s new home was. By the time they’d finished, Caleb had added a few things he hadn’t noticed before to his list of improvements to make.

I’ll be damned, he thought, putting his phone back in his pocket. Eira was right. Having another set of eyes really is useful.

It wasn’t until they’d shown Yui the room on the first floor where she could crash and cleaned it up a bit that Eira’s expression changed. “Caleb, could you come out on the porch for a sec?” she asked, gently giving his shoulder a squeeze. “I promise I won’t take you away from Yui for long.”

It wasn’t the way a girlfriend would talk about Yui, or even a fling—but things between the three of them were rapidly becoming something deeper than that. Eira didn’t seem to have any problem with how much he was doting on his friend, and the three of them got along like they’d all grown up together, not just him and Yui.

“I’ll be fine,” Yui said, climbing into bed and grabbing her laptop. “Wi-Fi password’s the same thing you always use, right? I’ve got some emails to catch up on. You two go do… you know, couple things!”

With a smile, Eira led him out of the room.

He thought they’d talk as soon as they were in the hall, but the elf girl took him all the way to the front porch. Yui’s van squatted behind his truck like a great black beetle, silent and impassive.

He could tell from the way Eira was acting that something was wrong. Great, she’s pissed, he thought, swallowing hard. Maybe she’d had second thoughts about having Yui over. Or maybe he’d given his friend too much attention, and Eira was jealous.

“Look, I know this is awkward,” he began. He pointedly didn’t blame Eira for making the invite, as that would have just alienated her. “But we’re really good friends and—”

Eira put a hand on his chest. Her eyes bored into his, searching his gaze for something he couldn’t put words to.

“Caleb,” Eira whispered, “why the everloving fuck did you not tell me your best friend was part Fae!?”


Chapter 13

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Caleb spent the bulk of the afternoon making repairs on his grandfather’s mansion, while Yui and Eira got closer. All that long day, the two of them had their heads together every time he was in the same room—they were thick as thieves.

He wondered what the hell they were talking about. They certainly seemed to get along, though, which was nice.

Caleb had a lot to think about, which he did while he cleaned up the place. By the time the sun began to dip over the horizon, his stomach was rumbling like the surface of a frozen over lake about to crack. He’d hoped for a repeat of the amazing feast Eira laid out for him last night, but the girls had other plans.

“Let’s go into Wolfe’s Hollow for dinner,” Eira said, giving him a kiss and a squeeze on his rear. “Yui hasn’t gotten to see any of it but the car rental place yet. Besides, we never got those groceries.”

Of course. Eira whipping up a three-course meal would look pretty suspicious when their pantry was bare. He was only more than happy to agree.

They took Yui’s van into town, seeing as it was parked closest to the road and her wheelchair would fit into the vehicle easier than it would into Caleb’s truck. Doing so meant that Yui would have to drive, though, as Caleb didn’t have the faintest idea how to handle the special levers and buttons that allowed Yui to manipulate the gas and brake. And Eira couldn’t drive, period.

The drive wasn’t a long one. With Caleb guiding her down the muddy backcountry roads, it felt like they were going on yet another adventure from their college days. They slipped back into their easy repartee, and Eira was definitely no third wheel in their conversations.

They pulled into Wolfe’s Hollow just as the sun began to set. Caleb enjoyed pointing out a few locations as they drove through town: the library, the home improvement store where he’d ’met’ Eira, and a number of little shops. Yui ate it all up, soaking in the small-town charm.

“So where’s the Ren Faire going to be?” Yui asked. “That’s supposed to be the big draw around here, right?”

To Caleb’s relief, Eira took the question like a local. “Down there,” she said, gesturing towards the south end of town. “They turn basically everything below the train tracks into a medieval playground. You’re going to love it!”

Going to? Caleb hadn’t invited Yui to the Renaissance Faire. He hadn’t even realized he was going to the Renaissance Faire. Evidently, this was something Yui and Eira had decided without him.

His feelings must have shown on his face. Yui shot him a pleading look from the rearview mirror, and Eira turned around in her seat and gave him a naughty smile that seemed to promise it would be worth his while to say yes.

“We can’t not go,” Yui protested, her hands squeezing the steering wheel tighter. “Come on, please? I’ll pay for all of our passes!”

The looks on both women’s faces could melt even the hardest heart. Against them, Caleb had no defense. Besides, Eira would look cute in one of those hot little Ren Faire outfits.

“Sure,” he said with a shrug. “And you don’t need to pay for me.”

“It would be my pleasure,” Yui insisted. “Oh, we’re gonna have so much fun!”

“Yui and I already have an idea of how we’re going to dress,” Eira purred, winking at him. “You don’t get to see it yet, though! It’s a surprise.”

The restaurant turned out to be a nice, upscale establishment, which was a little surprising. Wolfe’s Hollow didn’t strike Caleb as the sort of place to have a Michelin Star chef on staff, but the decor was nice and the food looked amazing. The maitre d’ seemed a bit irritated at having to make space for Yui’s wheelchair, which rankled, but it wasn’t long before the three of them were escorted to the back patio and to a table.

The place was packed. And as soon as their food arrived, Caleb understood why. The food was delicious. The feast Eira whipped up for him was always going to be an all-timer that he never forgot, thanks to her magic, but as far as ordinary human food went, this was right up there.

Caleb and Eira both had steaks, while Yui ordered a plate of lobster ravioli. As they ate, Yui told Eira all sorts of stories about her childhood and the fun she and Caleb had had together, though she was careful not to mention the accident. And Caleb was careful not to mention anything about the secret world he’d found in his grandfather’s basement. It was difficult at times to refrain from mentioning it at all, but he managed—even though there were a couple of close calls.

Strangely, Eira didn’t have the same problem. Caleb figured this wasn’t her first rodeo; she’d snuck into the human world before. She had a decent idea of how to blend in without looking suspicious.

After dinner the three of them returned to the house. Caleb helped Yui unload the wheelchair from the van, then watched as she rolled inside. The first thing he’d done that afternoon was put some boards across the porch so she could use them as a ramp—a temporary fix, but one that allowed her to be a little bit more independent.

“I’m going to get a couple things done,” Yui said, glancing from the door. “Don’t stay out too long! I hear there’s bears in these woods!”

“We’re just going for a quick walk,” Caleb assured his friend.

Yui nodded at that. Once she was inside, Caleb turned to Eira.

“That was really nice,” the elf girl was saying. “I had no idea the chefs in your realm were such good cooks. They almost managed to match what I eat back home—”

Caleb whirled on her. Eira’s eyes opened a fraction wider, but otherwise she didn’t react.

“Alright,” he said, glancing over at the front door. Yui was nowhere to be seen, which was good. “Time for you to spill the beans, Eira. What the fuck did you mean about Yui have fairy blood?”

“Fae blood,” Eira corrected, a smirk on her face. “And yes, that girl absolutely is part Fae. Probably not all that far back in her family tree, either.”

Caleb shook his head. This was what he’d been thinking about the entire drive, not to mention for a big chunk of dinner. He’d wanted Eira to explain it to him straight away, but an interruption from Yui forced him to table it for the immediate moment. The ’quick walk’ was just an excuse—if he had to guess, he figured Yui probably thought the two of them were using it to make out or fool around.

Instead, they were talking about fairies.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Caleb said, walking behind the van. If Yui saw them standing out in the driveway, she’d wonder why they weren’t walking one of the paths around the mansion. “Okay, me I get being tied to the Wyrdworld. My grandfather was a Crafter, even if everything I hear about him sounds like something out of a fantasy novel instead of real life. But Yui? She’s just an ordinary girl. She’s never been to your world.”

“I never said that she did,” Eira replied, her hands on her hips. “Look, this isn’t up for debate, Caleb. I can tell when someone has the Wyrdworld in their blood. I literally smell it on your girlfriend, so don’t try to tell me she’s perfectly ordinary—”

“She’s not my girlfriend…” Caleb shot back.

Before he could get any further, Eira put a finger in his face. “And another thing,” she whispered, her eyebrows lifting to her hairline. “Are you kidding me?”

Huh? He was caught completely off guard.

“After we’re done out here, you need to go inside and apologize to that girl,” Eira said, her tone softening. “What I saw this morning and tonight at dinner was not a girl who’s ’okay with just being friends’. She is into you, Caleb.”

He laughed in disbelief. “No she’s not!”

Eira stared at him. “You really don’t see it, do you? Pointed God, that girl’s carrying a torch bigger than the Statue of Liberty’s and you think she wants to be your friend!? How oblivious are you?”

For once in his life, Caleb had no idea what to say. The vehemence of her response shocked him, and made him realize he’d been misinterpreting her signals all along.

“Maybe there’s some reason for that, though,” Eira said, thinking it over. “In fact, I might have been brought into your life just in time to help the two of you bridge the gap.”

“Bridge the gap?” Caleb couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “This isn’t about Yui, Eira. All of this has been about me.”

A strange smile spread across Eira’s face. “I know you think that—and so do I,” she said, looking like someone had played a great joke on them both. “But that girl’s charmed, Caleb. The amount of Fae blood in her’s off the charts. If you hadn’t known her for so much of her life, I’d almost be tempted to call her a changeling. But I know she’s not. Besides, the timing is all wrong.”

There were many things Caleb could have asked at that moment. Why the timing was off, as Eira said, and why she’d suggest so casually that his best friend since childhood wasn’t a human being at all but some sort of refugee from the Wyrdworld. Or maybe he could have asked why it seemed like Eira was trying to hook him up with Yui—and why she didn’t seem the least bit bothered by the idea that he and his best friend would have a romantic relationship on top of the one he already had with Eira.

But one particular word in Eira’s speech stuck in Caleb’s mind. It felt wrong. Wronger than wrong.

“Charmed!?” he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “You think Yui’s had a charmed life?”

He expected Eira to cringe with shame at saying such a thing. But she held her ground.

“I think she’s a lot happier than you give her credit for,” she said, glancing over at the closed front door of the mansion. Neither of them wanted Yui to accidentally overhear them—not when they were discussing something like this. “She has a good life, a lot of friends and a bright future. Plus she’s rich, right?”

Of course she was. Just how rich was something Caleb had never bothered to ask—it wasn’t the sort of thing they talked about. But Yui was very, very comfortable.

“She… yeah, she is,” Caleb admitted.

“Because of the wreck.” It wasn’t a question.

Caleb nodded. “She sued the family of the driver,” he explained, remembering. Those days had been hard, mostly a blur of tears and mourning Yui’s lost future. But he remembered giving a deposition for the upcoming civil trial. “It turned out he was some rich failson—a billionaire’s kid, out on a joyride and driving on a suspended license. His parents didn’t want any of it getting out and becoming public knowledge, so they offered Yui a bunch of money to make it go away. She took it.”

Eira nodded like she’d already heard this. “It was a lot of money,” she said in a low voice. “But not enough to make her set for life, the way she clearly is right now. That came later, didn’t it?”

How did Eira know all this? The answer seemed obvious.

“She told you about it, didn’t she?” He expected Eira’s face to light up, but instead she  just shook her head. Leaving him even more confused than before.

“Yui hasn’t told me anything about her injuries,” she said matter of factly. “Call it Wyrdworld intuition. Or a woman’s. I’m right, aren’t I?”

She was. Yui had been smart about investing her money—immediately after the settlement hit her bank account, she divided it up and sank it into a number of funds and commodities. One of them was an up and coming cryptocurrency, which turned out to be one of the few that became a household name and skyrocketed in value.

Yui cashed out her digital wallet not long before the big crypto crash. In retrospect, the timing was perfect—Eira certainly would have called it ’charmed’, and maybe Caleb would, too. She’d taken her digital ball and gone home right before the bottom fell out.

Caleb had never asked her exactly how much money she’d made, but Yui was almost certainly a multi-millionaire. Set for life, as Eira had so colorfully proclaimed.

He nodded. “Yeah,” he admitted. He explained everything he’d been thinking.

By the time he was done, Eira’s expression was triumphant. “See? What did I tell you? Fae blood.” She shook her head, chuckling. “Turned her tragedy to triumph.”

Caleb sputtered wordlessly. “You can’t honestly think that,” he said after a few moments.

“Of course I do,” Eira said with a snort. “Why wouldn’t I?’

“She’s…” Caleb trailed off. “She’s disabled, Eira.”

The elf girl nodded slowly. “I thought you might say that,” she whispered. “You really do have a problem with it, don’t you, Caleb?”

What? They were really moving into uncharted territory now. Caleb could feel his blood pressure rising—it was like someone was gently squeezing both sides of his head.

“Eira,” he said, “I don’t have the faintest idea what you mean by that—”

“I think you do.” She put a hand on her hip and looked Caleb up and down as she spoke. “You spend all this time helping out those who are less fortunate. You care so freaking much that you’re renovating your grandfather’s house so that someone like Yui can live in it in the future. And yet you still have prejudices, don’t you?"

Caleb couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Eira, you’re treading on dangerous ground right now,” he said, shaking his head. “I am just about the last person on this planet you should be accusing of this sort of thing!”

“I know. Believe me, Caleb, I know you’re a good man. Better than anyone I’ve ever met. But until you face this part of yourself and conquer it, you’re never going to be able to repair your relationship with Yui. You’ll never stop blaming yourself for what happened to her.”

“Blame!?” Caleb laughed mirthlessly. “The blame is on me, Eira. I’m the reason all this happened! The reason that Yui is... is...”

“Lesser?” Eira asked. Her voice was barely above a whisper.

As soon as she said it, pieces clicked together in Caleb’s brain. It felt as if someone had just socked him in the gut, knocking the wind out of him. He leaned against the back of the van, his eyes closed tight.

Suddenly there were arms around him. Eira’s arms.

“I know this is hard,” she murmured. Her lips felt warm against his ear, and the way she gripped him was so reassuring and amazing that his heart beat faster. “Deep down, you think you ruined Yui’s life. But you didn’t. I’m not even talking about it being your fault—because it wasn’t. But even if it was, the rest of it isn’t true.”

“How could it not be true?” Caleb buried his face in Eira’s shoulder and finally let himself go. Years of buried resentment, of guilt that he’d never been able to release—it all bubbled up to the surface, nearly sweeping him away.

“Because she’s not lesser at all,” Eira said, kissing his cheek. “You think your friend is less for what she’s gone through, Caleb. But she’s actually more. So much more.”

She held Caleb while he fought through his emotions. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard something like that, not by a long shot. But it was the first time he’d begun to believe it, even a tiny little bit.

As Caleb’s despair began to ebb, he found the strength to laugh against Eira’s shirt. “You sound like you want me and her to hook up or something,” he said, sounding amazed.

He felt Eira grin. “I do,” she purred.

Caleb blinked. Slowly he removed his face from Eira’s cleavage, then pulled back and examined her face. “You’re serious,” he finally said.

“I think she’s been waiting a long time for you to forgive yourself," Eira said, gripping his shoulders. “And I wasn’t kidding about the size of that torch the poor girl’s been carrying. I know you don’t see it, but there’s probably not a soul in Wolfe’s Hollow after tonight who hasn’t seen that girl mooning over you or talked to someone who has...”

“Wait, wait,” Caleb said, interrupting. “I can’t hook up with Yui, Eira. I’m with you.”

The elf girl’s brows furrowed together. She looked honestly confused. “Why would that stop you?”

She’s got to be joking, Caleb thought.

“Because...”

Suddenly he was struggling to come up with an answer. All the ones he could think of sounded surprisingly lame, when you broke them down to their component pieces.

“Because most women aren’t willing to share their guys with another girl,” he finally said, realizing he sounded a bit sheepish.

His response made Eira snicker. “I’m not most girls,” she purred, putting a hand on the back of his neck. “And I think you and Yui together would be hot as fuck, frankly.”

Before he could raise another objection, Eira pulled him in close and kissed him. The kiss was long and slow, with lots of tongue. By the time she was done with it, he wasn’t thinking about much other than how amazing she was.

“I’m an elf,” Eira whispered against his neck as she broke the kiss. “We’re not jealous lovers, as a rule. I don’t see why you can’t have a relationship with me and Yui at the same time, assuming Yui would go for it, of course.”

“Of course,” he murmured back. Such a thing felt about as likely as the sun rising in the West and setting in the East. Yet coming from Eira’s lips, it felt almost plausible.

“You don’t have to decide that right away.” She gave him a kiss on the forehead, her lips puckered tight. Something about it felt even more intimate than the long, lingering one she’d given him a few moments ago. “Just know that you don’t have to worry about me, Caleb. I’m down for whatever you want to do.”

Whatever he wanted to do? That sounded almost impossible to believe. To have that kind of latitude granted to him by a member of the opposite sex was not the sort of thing that happened to guys like Caleb Holdstock.

But maybe they happened to Caleb the Crafter. The heir to his grandfather’s magical powers.

Eira gave him another kiss, this one as quick as a punctuation mark. “Go talk to Yui,” she insisted, gesturing at the big house with her chin. “I think you’ll find her a lot more receptive than you’d imagine.”

“Easy for you to say,” Caleb muttered. “It’s not you who’d be taking the risk.”

That brought a wink out of Eira. “It is harder for guys, true,” she purred, gently brushing a speck of dirt from his shoulder. “Even when dealing with a horny little elf from the Wyrdworld, the onus is still on the man to make all the moves. But trust me on this, okay? Yui’s into you.” A strange smile spread across her face. “If you need me to give you two privacy tonight, I completely understand…”

Caleb swallowed hard. Was this girl saying what he thought she was saying? Even for Eira, that sounded almost unbelievable.

“I’ll… I’ll let you know,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “Probably nothing’s going to happen. So don’t get your hopes up, okay?”

Eira just gave him another one of those enigmatic smiles. “I think I’ll take that walk now.” She nibbled her bottom lip as she looked down the trail, estimating the curve of the slope as it led down into the woods. “I’ll be back in a bit. You go talk to your girl, Crafter. See what develops.”

And before Caleb could say another word, Eira took off in a jog, leaving him standing alone in the driveway.


Chapter 14

Caleb’s head swam as he made his way back inside the house. Eira’s words rang in his ears, the truth of them leaving his mental defenses in a shambles. Despite his best intentions, he’d been harboring some attitudes towards his best friend that weren’t healthy. And hiding from himself the simple fact that Yui was way, way more than just a friend.

Now that Eira had made him see it, he wondered how he’d managed to be so blind before. Every interaction, every little touch on the bicep or between his shoulder blades, every sex joke delivered with just a bit too much gusto—it all added up to a much bigger picture. Like one of those posters from the 90’s where you had to cross your eyes to see the flowers or the geometric shapes hidden inside.

But was Yui ready for the same revelation?

Eira certainly seemed to think so. So much so that she’d given them the house to themselves for a bit.

Caleb decided that one way or another, he might as well make the most of it. He climbed up onto the porch, taking care not to disturb the makeshift ramp of boards he and Eira had set up, and made his way into the house.

The place already felt a little more like a home than it had the previous day. Yui hadn’t been exaggerating about adding a ’feminine touch’ to the place—though the adjustments she’d made to his grandfather’s home were individually small, together they added up to a completely different ’vibe’ when he walked around the first floor. He found he liked it.

Yui was in her room. She’d staked out the largest space on the first floor, right down the hallway from the kitchen. It looked as if it had once been some sort of game room, and he and Eira had had great fun moving some of the furniture from the rest of the first floor into the room in order to make it feel more like a proper chill pad for Yui. The bed had an old frame, a little rusted and creaky, but Caleb had driven into Wolfe’s Hollow that afternoon and purchased a new mattress and a fresh set of sheets. Yui didn’t mind the rest a single bit.

In fact, Yui had even tried to pay for the improvements, but Caleb insisted. He couldn’t have her cover everything, even if she was trying to be on her best behavior around Eira.

When Caleb entered, Yui had her laptop out. Her fingers tapped at the keys in a flurry of movement, while her speakers played some math rock from the mid 2010’s at a low volume. She looked like she was focused on her work, and Caleb was about to turn away and sneak back upstairs when she glanced up and saw him.

“Oh, hey!” Yui said. A smile spread across her face. “That was a quick walk, dude. Everything okay?”

Caleb found his smile matching her own. It was easy to smile around Yui—she had a way of making his day better no matter how bad or stressful it had been. Just another instance where he probably should have put two and two together a hell of a lot earlier.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Eira’s still walking—she wanted to give us a little time to get caught up, just the two of us. You mind if we chat? If you’re busy…?”

Yui slid the laptop to the side, then patted the mattress. “Mi casa es su casa,” she said, gesturing at the foot of the bed. “Literally, in this case. It’s your house, Caleb. Do whatever you want.”

Oh, if only it were that simple, he thought. He sat down near the foot of the bed. Close to Yui, but not too close.

She leaned forward as much as she was able, eager to hear whatever Caleb had to say. She adjusted the pillow against her lower back, her legs two inert lumps beneath the blankets.

“So how’s everything been going?” she asked, a faint smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Has it been good, being up here in the mountains?”

Had it? Caleb gave the matter a few seconds of serious thought. Then, quite without meaning to, he burst out laughing.

“Yeah, it’s good,” he said, having to neither lie nor exaggerate. “If I’m being honest, Yui, the last few days have been some of the best of my life. I… I wish I could explain everything that’s been happening to me since I got to Wolfe’s Hollow.”

For a moment, it all rested on his tongue. The strange door in the basement, the adze, the Item World, and the staff he now carried. That staff lay in his bedroom, hidden beneath the bed, and they’d already agreed he’d carry it when they went to the Renaissance Faire. It was to be part of his wizard costume.

“Wow.” Yui looked thrilled that he was doing so well. “It sounds like this was exactly what you needed after everything that happened with Gene. I’m sure your new girlfriend has a lot to do with that,” she added in a conspiratorial whisper.

“Eira?” He’d been so intent on coming to discuss him and Yui’s relationship that in his focus he’d almost let the elf girl slip from his thoughts. “Yeah. She’s great. A really awesome girl.”

“She’d have to be, to let me stay here so easily,” Yui agreed with a nod. “And look, I’m really sorry if me coming here puts a cramp in your style. I don’t want to be the third wheel—as you can see, I’ve already got plenty of wheels in my life.” She gestured at the wheelchair with a grin.

It was an old joke between them. He laughed.

“It’s totally fine,” he assured her. “Eira is… surprisingly cool with you. In general, I mean.”

“Yeah, she and I get along like a house on fire,” Yui confessed with an impish smile. “I mean, I’d be glad you were finally hooking up with someone on the reg regardless, and I was going to try to get you laid here anyway, but I’m really glad it’s with someone as cool as Eira. I can tell the two of us are going to be friends.” Her gaze sharpened. “So you’d better not break her heart!”

“Woah!” Caleb held up his hands. “The two of us just started seeing each other. Also, what the fuck do you mean, you were going to get me laid?”

He already knew. Moreover, she knew he knew. Even as he joked about it, memories flooded his mind: of all the times at college when Yui had agreed to be his wing-woman. She could charm the pants off of a rock if she really put her mind to it, and no one who looked at her could resist her disarming jokes about being a ’pillow princess’ or needing to do a ’wheel of shame’ instead of a walk the next morning.

Now Caleb wondered how much of that was her trying to help him, versus how much was just sublimating her own jealousy.

“Duh, of course,” Yui said. “I’m not dumb, Caleb. I know what a guy needs when he goes through some shit like what you went through with your granddad’s funeral. And I’m glad you’re getting it from a girl as cool as Eira.”

“Well… thanks,” he said, glancing down at his fingers.

Yui took his hand. “Hey, seriously,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “I’m here for you, and I’m happy for you. I know we haven’t seen each other as much lately, but... I’m here. And I want you to know, I’m super glad that you’re getting the chance to be with someone who likes you. Someone who can treat you the way you deserve.”

He gave Yui a shocked look. “You know I’ve been with Eira for, like, three days, right?”

That brought a smirk out of Yui. “Oh, I know,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze before letting it go. “But something tells me the two of you are going to be a thing for quite a while. Maybe you’ve even found your person. Call it a woman’s intuition.”

He’d been hearing that phrase a lot lately.

“So what did you want to talk to me about?” Yui asked. She looked like the very picture of innocence—like she wasn’t just unaware of the way Caleb felt about her, she wasn’t even able to conceive of it. “Oh, is it about the Ren Faire!?”

Maybe that could be a way to ease into this conversation. Sure.

“You’re really excited for that, huh?” he asked.

“Um, absolutely!” Yui looked thrilled. “I haven’t been to one in ages. It’s seriously going to be so much fun!”

Yeah, it most definitely would. Caleb could already picture the three of them tearing it up, drinking and feasting and enjoying the atmosphere. Not only would nearly everyone in Wolfe’s Hollow be there, but there’d be plenty of people from out of town, too.

“Before you say anything, I already bought the tickets,” Yui confessed. “I know you said you wanted to pay for them, but they’re my treat. Honestly, after everything you’ve been through with your granddad and the funeral, you just really deserve a break, you know?”

Caleb wasn’t sure what to say. He felt strangely humbled by Yui’s gesture. “Gee, thanks.”

Yui turned the screen of her laptop around and pulled up a window with the tickets in them. “Don’t be mad,” she said in a playful tone. “And don’t ask me what I’m going to cosplay, either! It’s going to be a surprise. Eira and I are working on it together.”

Caleb was interested in what Yui would do, but he knew enough to keep his mouth closed. He could picture two or three obvious possibilities, along with a couple that would be harder to pull off without some serious Wyrdworld help. On the opposite side of the scale, there was little doubt as to what Eira would dress up as. The elf girl would just go as herself.

“You and her are getting along really well,” Caleb said, scooting a little closer. “You like her a lot. Especially for a girl who’s still practically a one night stand.”

Was that a flush on Yui’s cheeks? Maybe it was the mention of one night stands that did it. She looked slightly flustered, and for just a moment, her eyes flickered over him in a way that felt almost predatory.

It was a quick look, but he felt his heart jump.

“I mean, yeah,” she said, quickly recovering. “There’s not a lot of girls who’d be cool with you being so close to a member of the opposite sex, you know? I’m just glad that she doesn’t have any objections to you bringing me along when you go to the Renaissance Faire. The last thing I would want is to force you to choose between your best friend and your girlfriend.”

It was, given the circumstances, maybe one of the most ironic things she could have said. So ironic that Caleb couldn’t keep himself from laughing, even when Yui’s brow furrowed with concern that she’d said the wrong thing.

“What?” Yui asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Eira seems… well, it’s kind of funny, really.” Suddenly he was unable to meet Yui’s eyes. “She seems to think that you and me… um, it’s hard to explain…”

It would have been, but he found he didn’t need to. Yui’s face filled with shock, her mouth forming a perfect little ’o’ of surprise.

“I’m not going to come between you two!” Yui said, a little louder and firmer than she really needed to. “You’re a great guy, Caleb, and any girl would be lucky to have you. The last thing I want is to mess things up between you and this girl…!”

Now it was Caleb who was leaning over and taking Yui’s hand. He gave it a little squeeze. The closeness with her melted some of the awkwardness within him, and he found he was able to look into her eyes again. It felt so natural for the two of them to be this close. This intimate.

“Yui, that’s not what she’s worried about,” Caleb said with a chuckle. “Eira doesn’t think I should have to choose.”

He thought Yui looked shocked before.

“Caleb,” she said heavily. There was something in her eyes that had only stayed deep beneath the surface, only captured in fleeting glimpses. That thing was rising to the surface now, filling her with that most dreaded of all emotions: hope. “Oh Caleb…”

He gave her hand a squeeze. “So much has happened in the last few days,” he said quickly. The urge to tell her everything rose up within him, and he suddenly realized he was going to do it. Why the hell not? Why hide things from his best friend? “In a very real sense, I’m not the same guy you saw during my grandfather’s funeral, Yui. I feel… shit, I feel new.”

Yui looked like she couldn’t decide whether she was more excited or more terrified. “Caleb, there’s… there’s a lot I want to say to you,” she whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “I’ve seen the guilt inside of you. So much guilt. And I should have said something about it before now, really I should. But I guess I’ve been working out my own issues, too.”

“Yui,” Caleb said. “I’m going to tell you something. At first, you’re going to think I’m crazy. But I want you to just listen to me, alright? Give me time to tell the entire story, from start to finish. And afterwards, I’ll answer whatever questions you want to ask. Alright?”

Her eyes searched his own. He’d never trusted Yui more than he did in that moment. She looked into his eyes, staring at his face, and an understanding smile spread from one corner of her mouth to the other.

“Of course I will,” Yui said. “Go for it.”

So he did.

“The day I came to do an inventory on my grandfather’s house, I found a safe in his office. At first I thought it had to have copies of legal documents or something, or maybe some money. I tried a couple passcodes to open it, and the combination turned out to be my birthday…”

He told Yui everything. True to her promise, she didn’t interrupt once—though it was clearly a struggle for her to hold back during several points.

Most of all when he told her about Eira.

She looked shocked and then angry when he told her about the woman who’d broken into his home and held a knife to his neck. When she found out that woman was Eira, all the color drained from Yui’s face. He thought she was going to hop into her wheelchair, roll out to the trail, and beat the elf girl’s ass right then and there, so he held up his hands and made it known that there was far, far more to the story.

And there was. Caleb hadn’t realized just how much until he began to tell it.

He explained the door in the basement, and the Wyrdworld. Yui’s face filled with disbelief as he explained their adventures in the Item World, but she was hanging onto the blankets like someone watching the season finale of an exciting TV show as he detailed the way they’d fled through the field of malkini, pushing them back with endless headpats.

He told her about his adventures after coming home—how Eira was in his lap during the call outside of the hardware store, and how they’d made love for the first time after dinner that night. He didn’t give her all the gory details, but he made it clear that there was something truly magical about relations between elves and humans.

Lastly, he told Yui about the conversation he and Eira had just had outside the house. Throughout all of it, Yui listened attentively, and her expression showed that even if she didn’t believe every single bit of what had happened to Caleb, she could tell he’d gone through some serious shit.

It wasn’t until he got to the part about Fae blood that her jaw really dropped.

“She thinks I have what!?” Yui asked. “This is crazy. I… I don’t know what to make of all this, Caleb.”

“Neither do I!” he admitted. “I know it sounds completely insane, Yui. If I heard someone tell me this story, I’d think it was something from a science fiction novel or something like that. But it happened. The staff is real. I’ve got it upstairs, under the bed, and I can show it to you…”

Yui shook her head. “I believe you,” she said, swallowing hard.

He was more than a little taken aback. “You do?”

A faint smile lit up her face. “Caleb,” she whispered. “You’re the one person in my life who’s always been true to themselves, and you’ve never made me think you’re anything another than a good person.” She was still shaking her head, and there were tears brimming in her eyes. “Eira really told you all that about me? That I’m carrying a torch?”

Caleb’s stomach twisted, but he’d come too far to turn back now. “Yes,” he said. “Yui, until she laid it all out for me, I was completely blind. But now, I see what’s going on. I never really got over what happened when you were a teenager, and neither did you. We were on the cusp of something, and we let a tragedy turn us away from it. Yui, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry…”

Yui was full on crying now. “No, Caleb, I’m sorry. I’m the one who turned you down, remember? You… you wanted to marry me…”

With a sob, she buried her face in Caleb’s chest. Her legs couldn’t move her, but her arms encircled him with a surprising amount of strength. She clung to him, shaking as years’ worth of missed opportunities and frustrations drained from her youthful frame.

Even if nothing else happens after this, Caleb thought, holding his best friend tight, I’m glad I did this. I’m glad we got it all out in the open, and I’m not hiding anything anymore.

As the wave of emotion from deep within Yui began to ebb, she laughed against his chest. “Are you really telling me the bitch who almost stabbed you is the same girl who helped me up the ramp and wants to get me blasted on mead at the Renaissance Faire? Seriously?”

“I wouldn’t blame her too much for it,” Caleb said, looking down into Yui’s face. “She hasn’t told me the whole story, but I gather she had a really rough home life—”

Yui kissed him.

Fireworks went off inside of Caleb as his lips met hers. After so long, feeling Yui shudder and melt and open her mouth beneath his felt like the greatest fucking thing in the world. His free hand strayed to her lower back, using his strength to pull her across the bed closer to him.

By the time Yui broke the kiss, she was panting. “That was good,” she whispered. “Really good.”

“I know,” Caleb laughed. “I can feel your heart pounding, Yui. Shit, you’re so excited!”

“Maybe it’s just my Fae blood,” Yui said with extreme sarcasm. “Oh, that traitorous little skank and I are going to have words the next time I talk to her—!”

Yui grabbed him and pulled him close, kissing him harder this time. Her hands went places they hadn’t dared to travel before, too—places that made him moan and grunt. She let out a little snicker as she nibbled on his bottom lip, then she broke the kiss and rested her head against his shoulder.

“You really want this?” she said in a whisper. “You really want… me?”

He kissed her forehead. “Yui, I love you more than life itself.” The confession didn’t shame him—they were past that now. “I love you so much that I built my whole life around you without even realizing it. And I apparently found the one girlfriend in the whole fucking world who’d be cool with sharing me with you…”

Yui giggled at that. “Not the world,” she said, her tone turning serious for a moment. “You said she’s from the Wyrdworld. All that’s real, Caleb? The Crafting, the elves, the freaky cats? You mean it?”

“I do. I’ll take you there, if you want.”

“I do want it,” she said, tugging at his shirt. “And I want you. Oh fuck, I want you so bad, Caleb. I’m a little terrified of how badly I want you, if I’m being honest with myself.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Caleb said, lying next to her in bed. “I love you, Yui.”

“I love you, too,” she sobbed, stroking the side of his face. “Shit, I’ve known I loved you since we were in third grade, Caleb. I’m so sorry that I let this come between us.” She glanced down at her legs.

“Hey,” he said. “You’ve gotten me laid plenty. So I’d say we’re even.”

“I want to get you laid right now,” Yui growled in a husky tone. “C’mere, gorgeous.”

There were a few logistical issues to take care of, but Caleb had heard more than enough of Yui’s jokes to figure out what to do. The two of them made out hot and heavy, his fingers stroking her beneath her shirt and caressing her nipples until she ached and the slit between her legs was warm and shining. Then he laid her down, spread those legs, and knelt between her thighs.

Yui looked down at him, an expression on her face like she was the most amazing thing she’d ever seen in her life. “I wish I could wrap these fucking stems around your head,” she purred, leaning down and running her fingers through his hair. “I want to ride you like a fucking pony, Caleb. If only I could…”

A flicker of despair filled her face. Caleb decided he wanted to banish it as quickly as possible.

He leaned between Yui’s thighs and let his tongue slide across the hard, unyielding nub at the apex of her sex. She hissed in surprise and delight, the upper half of her body lifting off the bed as she groaned and arched her back.

Oh yes. She had no trouble feeling that.

“You,” Caleb said, burying his face between Yui’s thighs, “are fucking beautiful. I wouldn’t want you any other way, Yui.”

“No?” she asked, panting hard.

Caleb shook his head. “I’ve got you right where I want you,” he said, sliding two fingers into her. “And I’m going to take my time. You’ve made me wait years for this, Yui—I’m going to make this last.”

“Oh fuuuuck,” Yui groaned, her head hitting the pillow as Caleb’s lips and tongue caressed her slit. “Oh shit, I’m in so much trouble! You are dangerous!”

He dug his fingers into her rear, lifting her to his face so he could pleasure her even deeper. Yui bit her lip and relaxed into the sensation, letting him take control. She couldn’t rock her hips into him or squeeze, so he relied on the signals from her face and her upper body: the hardness of her nipples, the rapid rise and fall of her shoulders, the sweat forming on her forehead and cheeks.

It took a while to stoke Yui up to a peak, but Caleb found the ride even more enjoyable for its length.

“Oh god,” Yui gasped, her upper body beginning to tremble. “Oh yes, Caleb, oh fuck that feels so good! Yes, right there, baby, right fucking there! Don’t stop, please for the love of all that’s holy don’t fucking stop…!”

He didn’t stop. It wasn’t until the first throes of orgasm rolled over Yui’s body, ripping away her control and causing her clit to throb against his tongue like a second heartbeat that Caleb finally pulled back, crawled up to her, and kissed her deep.

Yui clung to him, riding out the utter bliss he’d given her. Tears of joy streamed down her face as she held him tight, and he knew that in her wildest dreams she’d never seen the two of them doing this.

“Caleb, that was incredible,” she whispered, looking up at him with a love and devotion that made his chest hurt. “I’m yours, baby. Please, please take me.”

“I want to,” Caleb said, glancing back down at Yui’s waist. “Are you okay if I just…?”

He got on his knees and lifted her legs. There was no strength in them, but he lifted them onto his shoulders anyway, letting his body do the work. It still tightened everything between Yui’s thighs, making it even hotter and silkier than before.

Yui watched him go, her mouth hanging open. “That is fucking hot,” she whispered. “I like watching you like this, Caleb. I can tell how excited you are to be inside me.” Her gaze strayed to his cock, and she licked her lips. “Oh, you’re so hard! I want you to fuck me hard, too, Caleb. Don’t worry about me—I’m not a doll, and I won’t break. You can pound me just as hard as any little sorority slut. I just wish I could fuck you back as hard as you deserve…!”

Grinning, Caleb ran the head of his cock up and down Yui’s slit. He was about to push into her when something occurred to him.

“Oh shit!” he said, glancing around the room. “I almost forgot. I need a condom…”

“No you don’t. More than my spinal cord got fucked up in the accident,” she said, watching his reaction. “I… I can’t get pregnant. You don’t have to worry about knocking me up.”

“Yui, that’s terrible. I had no idea—”

“No!” Yui slapped his hand. “Do not get weepy on me, Caleb! Not after you just gave me the most intense orgasm of my life! You are not going to let this get in between us. Understand me?”

He nodded. “Understood.”

Then she grinned. “All this means is you can fuck me without a rubber,” she purred, running her hand between her thighs and spreading her folds. “You can fuck me bare, Caleb, the way you deserve. I want to feel your cum dripping from my pussy…”

No red blooded man in human history could have turned down a request like that. Doubly so from a girl as beautiful as Yui. With a grunt, he pushed deep inside of her, impaling the beautiful woman on his prick. Her walls were so tight around him that he barely fit; the snugness made him growl and moan as he bottomed out inside of her.

“Oh yes,” Yui moaned, rocking back on her shoulders. “God, Caleb, that’s so good. Does that feel good for you, baby?”

“Yesss,” he hissed through his teeth.

Yui smirked. “I know I said I’m a pillow princess,” she said, referencing the jokes they’d made at so many frat parties and campus mixers. “But the nice thing about that is that you don’t have to hold back, Caleb. I want you to really give it to me—pound me like you want to hurt me! I can take it, baby, I promise—”

Her words broke off in a ragged cry of passion as he thrust into her as deep and hard as he could. “Shit, that’s so tight,” he grunted, gripping her thighs with his arms as he drilled her. “Yui, you’re amazing!”

“Don’t hold back,” she begged. “I know you need to cum, Caleb. I could see you grinding your cock against the mattress the whole time you ate me out! I’m not going to judge you—I know you need to empty those balls! Pound me, Caleb! Fuck me hard and cum, pump my pussy full of your hot, sticky seed…!”

Woah! Where had this woman come from?

He’d always known Yui had a bit of a wild side. No girl made jokes as fucked up as she did without having a little bit of a freak inside of her. But this was so beyond the pale that he almost couldn’t believe it was real. For a single moment he wondered if this was all some sort of trick—if Eira had glamoured herself to look like his friend and encouraged him to fuck her.

But no. This was Yui. He knew her the way he knew his own hand in a dark room—there was no way the elf girl could have mimicked her sense of humor. Her kinky devotion. Her love.

He thrust harder, faster. His hips became a blur as his balls bounced against Yui’s thighs, pummeling her harder and harder against the headboard. He could tell she wished she could feel it—that she could feel the beautiful pain other girls talked about when their men spanked them or gave them especially rough sex.

He glanced up into Yui’s face as the base of his shaft began to tingle. It was like they were both on the same wavelength—he could see his thoughts written across her face.

“My tits,” she whimpered, arching her back as best as she was able. “Spank my tits!”

Caleb did. His hand came down on the supple flesh of her large breasts again and again, jiggling the firm flesh as he bottomed out inside of her. He enjoyed being a little rough with her, like any man would, but what really got his motor going was the effect his slaps had on Yui. The girl looked like the sex had just gotten ten times better—suddenly her walls clenched around him, and he knew it was going to be a race to see which of them came first.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Yui cried, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Caleb, I love you so fucking much! Caleb, Caleb, fuck meeeee!”

In the end, the bliss hit them both at the same time. Caleb’s first orgasm washed over him at the same time as Yui’s second, his manhood jerking and throbbing inside of her as he shot his load. She was right—not having to worry about condoms or birth control felt so much better than shooting into a little piece of latex. His load belonged deep in his beloved, not in some rubber.

He held onto her until he was done cumming, then placed her legs the way they’d been on the mattress and pulled her to him. She tossed an arm over his bare chest and nuzzled him, giggling madly with girlish bliss. She looked giddy.

“Are you alright?” Caleb asked. He tilted her chin to face him, watching the way she smiled. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

She shook her head, tears of release streaming down her cheeks. “That was amazing, Caleb. That was the best sex I’ve ever had. Hands down, no comparison.”

He chuckled, holding her close. It felt so great to have her body all over him—to know that she was his, and that the barriers between them had finally, finally fallen at long last.

“I hope we didn’t piss off Eira,” Caleb said, staring at the ceiling.

A beat passed. Knocking came from the other side of the ceiling, where it became the floor of the next story.

“You didn’t!” a muffled voice called down. Even through two layers of carpet, Eira sounded thrilled. “I’m so glad you two crazy kids finally hooked up!”

“Me too!” Yui said with a laugh. “I’m almost happy enough to overlook the fact that you tried to stab my man!”

Eira was silent for a moment. Then the sound of awkward laughter came from upstairs.

“Yeah, water under the bridge!” Eira said. “We’re all over that now, Yui…”

“You can’t really be mad at her about that,” Caleb whispered.

Yui’s face lit up with an impish grin. “Oh, I know,” she said in a small voice. She gave his bare chest a playful punch. “But she doesn’t know that. I’ve got to keep your other girlfriend in line, especially now that I know she’s from another world.”

My other girlfriend, Caleb thought. Damn, I’m the luckiest son of a bitch in the world.

A few minutes later, he drifted off to sleep with Yui in his arms.


Chapter 15

The morning of the Renaissance Faire dawned bright and clear.

Caleb’s eyes fluttered open. The weight of Yui’s body against his brought back a flood of memories, and he realized that the events of the previous night had truly happened. They’d been real. Thank you God, he thought, grinning like a fool.

At some point during the night they’d shifted positions. Now he was the one laying on his back, with her cuddled up against him. She lay beside him with her head against his chest, her arm draped across his shoulders, and her legs sticking out at an awkward angle. Caleb could feel her little coos and sighs against his neck, and it brought a smile to his face.

After they drifted off to sleep, they’d woken up a couple of times throughout the night, and each time found their way into each other’s arms.

It had been a perfect night. The best night of his life.

He lay in bed, watching the sunlight slowly creep across the wall. Yui’s breath was soft and even, her posture completely content as she lay snoozing next to him. Caleb could have laid there for hours, just enjoying the feeling of her body against his, but a knock came at the door.

“Caleb,” Eira called through the wood, “are you awake? It’s pretty late in the morning—we ought to start getting ready for the Faire...”

“Yeah,” he called. “Give me a minute to get Yui up, and I’ll be right out.”

“Sure!” Eira’s voice held a note of giddy excitement. “If you two need a few minutes to, ah, wake each other up, I totally understand...”

Caleb shook his head. How had he gotten so lucky with not one, but two women? It defied belief.

“We’ll be out soon,” he promised. Then, thinking, he added, “Should we grab breakfast on the way?”

“Already working on it,” the elf girl purred. “Bring our girl downstairs. I whipped up something special just for her.”

Our girl? For a moment, his mind filled with a picture of Eira and Yui together in bed. By the time he got control of himself again, the elf girl had already retreated back down the stairs.

When she was gone, he rolled over. “Hey, Yui,” he said, nudging her. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”

She stirred. Her eyelashes fluttered, and she yawned hugely. “What time is it?”

“Late,” Caleb said. “We need to get ready for the Faire. It’s probably open already—I think it starts at nine.”

Yui shot to full wakefulness. “Oh shit!” she cried, using the arm around his chest as leverage to prop herself up. “Yeah, we need to get moving.”

She sat up in bed, her bare breasts catching the morning light. Caleb drank her in, unable to tear his eyes away. Yui noticed.

“You’re going to have to stop looking at me like that,” Yui said with a smirk. “Otherwise, we won’t even make it out of the house!”

“Wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” Caleb admitted. “A day in bed with you, making up for lost time...”

He could tell Yui was tempted. But she wanted to see the Renaissance Faire almost as much as she wanted to see him inside of her again.

“Raincheck?” she asked, nibbling her bottom lip. “Not that last night wasn’t amazing. Fuck, Caleb, that was the greatest night of my life...”

He kissed her. “Mine too,” he said. “Come on—Eira’s making breakfast.”

He helped Yui out of bed and into her chair. Still topless, she rolled her way into the bathroom and took care of a few things. When she came back, her hair was up and she was wearing a fresh blouse and a pair of leggings. He didn’t question what wizardry allowed her to do that—she clearly had a lot of practice taking care of herself.

“I’m starving,” Yui purred, rolling up next to him. “You and I worked up quite an appetite last night, Caleb.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “I’m still hungry for more. But it’ll have to wait until after the Faire.”

He could see that Yui felt the same way. The walls between them were finally broken, and both of them were eager to ’make up for lost time’ as Caleb put it.

“If we can find a quiet spot at the fairgrounds, I might have to give you an encore performance,” she said in a husky whisper. Then her nostrils flared as a delectable smell hit them both. “Holy shit, what is that amazing smell? Is that Eira’s cooking?”

Caleb helped Yui downstairs, where Eira had a feast waiting. There was a plate of bacon, a stack of pancakes, and a pan full of scrambled eggs. But the pièce de résistance was the little something ’special’ the elf girl had whipped up. While they’d been upstairs talking about how great last night had been, Eira was busy making a stack of whisper-thin crepes. Each of them had a little heart burned into the surface, with a big dollop of fresh strawberry jam to add the red.

“Eira,” Yui gasped, taking in the sight of the bounty on display. “This is incredible!”

“I just wanted to welcome you into our motley crew,” Eira said with a smirk. “You know everything now, so there’s no point in hiding my abilities. I wasn’t sure what you liked to eat, so I made a little bit of everything. Eat up!”

“I love it!” Yui said, rolling up to the table. “Thank you so much!”

She piled her plate high, and Caleb did the same. As he did, Eira caught his eye and winked, the tip of her soft pink tongue sliding from the side of her mouth. She hadn’t glamoured her face, and so she looked like the elf she truly was.

Conversation stilled as both Caleb and Yui chowed down. There was hot, strong black coffee as well, and both Caleb and Yui drank so much they would have gotten the jitters if it wasn’t for the incredible amount of food in their stomachs.

While they ate, Eira just sipped her coffee and watched. Finally she spoke, breaking the ice. “I had so much trouble getting to sleep last night,” she said, looking from him to Yui and back again. “Someone kept making all these banging noises. Thumping every few hours, all night long…”

Caleb managed to keep his face neutral, but Yui’s cheeks exploded with a blush.

“I am so sorry!” she said, putting her fingertips over her lips. “We really weren’t trying to be a distraction—”

Eira started to laugh. “I’m just teasing you, honey! Really, I could not be happier for either of you. I’m so glad that you and Caleb finally, finally hooked up.” She leaned back with a satisfied smile. “I told your man I thought the universe brought me into his life in order to help make this happen. Now I’m sure of it.”

A look of doubt flickered across Yui’s face. “You’re really… you’re okay with this?” she asked, glancing down at her food as if she’d just realized for the first time that it might be poisoned. “I know you and Caleb have just started hooking up, and I don’t want to steal him from you…”

Eira made a strange sort of noise. One eyebrow shot up, and she gave Yui a long, lingering look.

Then she came around the table, grabbed Caleb by the collar, and kissed him hard.

It felt amazing. Being with Yui three times last night had done nothing to diminish the pure, magical spark he felt when his lips touched Eira’s. He felt the elf girl melting against him, the heat between her legs boiling over, and before he knew what was happening, Eira had one hand under his shirt massaging the muscles of his chest and another on his boxer shorts.

She squeezed with both hands, moaning, then broke the kiss. Strangely, her eyes weren’t on Caleb when she did, but on Yui.

“Uh huh,” the elf girl purred. “I figured you were one of those girls.”

Caleb looked, hoping to see what Eira had noticed. Yui squirmed in her chair, her face filled with disbelief as she watched the boy she’d had a crush on all her life making out with her new elf friend.

Disbelief… and something else.

Caleb wouldn’t have believed it himself, if Eira hadn’t brought it to the fore. But even after taking her three times last night, seeing the love and devotion in her eyes as she shuddered and came all over his rod, there was a simple truth he needed to process.

Watching Caleb make out with another woman made Yui hornier than she’d ever been in her life.

“You told me all those stories about being his wing woman.” As Eira spoke, her hand idly stroked Caleb’s bulge through his boxers, making him grit his teeth and moan. “Using your charm to get him laid. You’re into this, aren’t you? Watching the object of your affections get pleasure from another woman.”

Yui didn’t bother to deny it. “Uh huh,” she panted, her throat as dry as a desert.

Eira gave a throaty laugh. “So you see? You’re not stealing my man, honey. We’re sharing Caleb. Just like Caleb and I are sharing you.”

Caleb didn’t think Yui’s eyes could get any wider. “What?”

The elf girl chuckled. “Oh yes. Did you think this only went one way?” She made eyes at Yui, wiggling her brows in a way that was even more lewd than the malkini in the Item World. “We’re not just going to be sharing Caleb, you sweet little thing. I’m going to be sharing you with him, as well!”

Oh fuck! Caleb couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How could Eira be so sweet and so shameless at the same time?

“Maybe you’d like a demonstration?” the elf girl teased. Her fingers worked at the waistband of Caleb’s boxers, tucking them beneath his balls. He groaned as the cool air of the kitchen caressed his manhood, which was rock hard from all the toying with it Eira had done. “I mean, if that’s okay with Caleb, that is.”

“Um,” Yui panted. Sweat beaded on her brow; she looked like she might cum in her panties just from watching this.

“What do you say, Caleb?” Eira asked. “You mind if your hot little elf slut gets a quick taste of you while your girlfriend watches?”

Caleb looked over at Yui. An almost imperceptible nod jerked her head.

“Yeah,” Caleb whispered. “That would be great—”

It was as far as he got.

The elf girl sank to her knees next to the chair, moving to the far side of him so that Yui could see everything that she was about to do. She wrapped her slender fingers around the base of his pillar, then planted a kiss on the swollen crown and winked over at Yui.

“Mmh, I can taste you on him,” she giggled, fully cognizant of the effect this cuckqueaning had on Yui. “I can’t wait to get the taste of your sweet little slit directly from the source, Yui. But for now, I’ll settle for sucking you off of Caleb—”

She opened wide and took him all the way to the base without a hint of hesitation. Caleb already knew that elf girls like Eira had no gag reflex, but the speed and eagerness with which she began to suck him off still shocked him. Her cheeks embraced him, hollowing as she slurped at his manhood.

Caleb groaned—and so did Yui. The sound of wet sucking filled the kitchen, the feral tang of both women’s arousal mixing with the delicious scent of the food.

Again Caleb felt that incredible tingle spreading through his body. It was almost but not quite like being high; almost like an out of body experience without the dissociation. He felt like he was right there, experiencing Eira’s mouth around him as intimately as could be, but also watching it happen like the world’s hottest porn movie. Next to them both, Yui whimpered like she’d just discovered her new favorite fetish.

“Oh my God, look at the way she’s sucking you,” Yui whispered. She sounded almost like she was talking to herself, like a woman in a trance. “She’s doing a better job than I did!”

Part of Caleb wanted to hold back, to show Yui that the pleasure she gave him was just as good. But Eira was a woman on a mission. The way her lips wrapped around him, she didn’t just want his cum—she demanded it. Her mouth worked him like a Hoover, hitting every special spot on his shaft at once.

He knew he couldn’t hold back any longer. He was going to blow.

“Ah…ah… unnngh!” Caleb cried.

His hips lifted off of the seat as he came, upthrusting into Eira’s throat. Thick, hot ropes of liquid seed sprayed into the elf girl’s mouth as he rode out his pleasure. His rod jerked again and again, each time bringing a wave of pure, sweet pleasure as he cried out and shot.

Eira kept right on sucking, eagerly swallowing down his seed. As his bliss finally began to ebb, Caleb slumped against the back of the chair, utterly satisfied.

My balls are empty and my stomach is full, he thought, chuckling to himself as he shaded his eyes with a forearm. Could this get any better?

Eira rose back into her seat, crossing one leg over the other. With her mouth still full of his load, she took a long sip of her coffee and let out an mmmmh of pleasure, swallowing it down along with the hot beverage.

“I like a little cream with my coffee in the morning,” she purred, looking from Caleb to Yui and back again. “You look like you died and went to heaven, Caleb.”

It felt like it. The bliss was intense, powerful, and the aftershocks felt almost as good as the act itself. As he returned to himself, guilt filled his stomach—he’d just done that right in front of his best friend!

“Yui, shit,” Caleb said, turning. “I’m sorry—I didn’t know she was going to do that…”

Caleb trailed off. Yui didn’t look upset. She looked ecstatic. So much sweat shined on her face that she looked like a rag that had been wrung out and left to dry. She beamed at him, giving the pair sitting at the table a look like she wasn’t sure yet which of them she felt more jealous of.

“It’s okay,” Yui finally said. She stroked her long hair, her eyes shining with lust. “It was… shit, it was hot as fuck watching the two of you do that. You enjoyed it?”

He had. He couldn’t deny it—having an audience added a whole other level of heat to getting a quick BJ. But guilt filled him all the same. The old ways of thinking told him that it was wrong to enjoy his women this way, even though both Eira and Yui couldn’t have been more clear about this being exactly what they wanted.

“Yeah,” Caleb said. “It’s not the same, Yui. You really don’t have anything to worry about…”

Her brows furrowed together for a few moments as she tried to understand what he was talking about. Then it clicked, and she laughed.

“Oh, Caleb,” she said, leaning over as best she could and taking his hand. “Sweetheart, I’m okay. Really, I am. I want you to get as much pleasure as you can handle. Watching you and Eira really, really turns me on.” She flushed deeper, her gaze flickering over to the still-grinning elf girl. “I can’t wait for all three of us to hook up at the same time!”

That sounded incredible. If they had more time, he’d have done it right then and there. Even if it meant they would have been late for the Renaissance Faire.

But Yui and Eira had other plans.

“Alright,” the elf girl said, sitting up straighter. She leaned forward, her elbows on the table in a gesture of dismissal. “You go upstairs, Loverboy. Get your costume on and meet Yui and I down here. I’m not going to let you see her cosplay until the last possible moment.”

Amusement showed on Caleb’s face. “You’re going to give me the best blowjob of my life and then kick me out? Talk about mixed signals.”

“Nothing mixed about it,” Eira said, making a swirl with her index finger. “I got my cream, now go get your shit on. We’re going to be late, go go!”

As he rose, both women watched his rear. “God, he’s got a cute butt,” Yui said, sighing dreamily as Caleb made his way across the kitchen.

“He most certainly does,” Eira agreed. “Want to help me spank it later?”

He chuckled to himself as he made his way upstairs and threw on his wizard robes. Eira had picked them out from a local costume store and made a couple of quick alterations to them. They weren’t terribly fancy, but they’d do. The outfit came with a tall hat, like Gandalf’s at the beginning of Fellowship of the Ring, and he put that on, too.

Lastly, he pulled his staff out from beneath the bed. The silver dog’s head winked at him, as if it had been waiting for this opportunity to get some fresh air and see the outside world.

Caleb lifted it, testing its weight. The thing felt good in his hands, like it had been made specifically for him. He swung it this way and that, reasoning that if nothing else, he could always use the staff as a walking stick—or a club.

As he stared into the dog’s eyes, he chuckled to himself. He sat down on the edge of the bed, gently polishing the top of the silver with the edge of his wizard’s robe.

It’s ridiculous, he thought, still shaking his head. He’d discovered there was an entire world hidden beneath his grandfather’s basement—a world where he could potentially command powers unlike anything the world had ever seen—and he still hadn’t been back there since accidentally being swept into the Item World. Part of that was because of Eira, of course, but still. It was a little surprising he hadn’t gone running back into the Wyrdworld to explore it the moment he had the opportunity.

“Got so much on my plate,” he muttered, tucking the staff to the side. Between his grandfather’s house, Eira, his new relationship with Yui and everything else going on in his life, he barely had time to think straight.

Once the Renaissance Faire was over, he’d have more time to renovate the house. He’d ask the Dean at his college to give him a little extra time off—he’d just resolved at that very moment to ask for another week—and with it, he’d do some exploring in the Wyrdworld. It would be dangerous, sure, but with Eira as a guide, he felt certain he’d be alright.

Besides, he still needed to clear up whatever situation had led to the elf girl trying to rob him in the first place.

Caleb dismissed his worries as he sat up, grabbing his staff. Today was about fun, exploring the Renaissance Faire and having a good time. He checked himself out in the mirror and nodded; he looked proper wizard-like.

And maybe tonight, I’ll seal the deal, he thought. Even after the treatment Eira gave him at the breakfast table, the thought made his loins stir. Eira and Yui at the same time. Wouldn’t that be amazing?

The Wyrdworld and its problems were far from his mind as he made his way downstairs to check out Eira and Yui’s costumes. He was just looking forward to the Faire.


Chapter 16

By the time Yui’s van rolled to the south edge of town, the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire was in full swing.

Some of the volunteers had put up tall wooden poles all around the fairgrounds and strung them with multicolored flags. A large wooden sign at the front of the parking lot welcomed them to the “(K)nights of Chivalry,” and gave the hours for each day of the Renaissance Faire.

As they pulled in, Caleb could see lots of people wearing costumes. A few wore the simple dresses and tunics typical of the historical medieval period, but most folks had taken the liberty of modernizing their outfits at least a little bit. He saw people in stovepipe hats with steampunk buckles on the front, goth girls mixing their leather bodices with the skirts of a medieval peasant, and plenty of people who hadn’t dressed up at all wearing jeans, t-shirts, and flip flops.

A few people even seemed to have missed the memo entirely. As Yui pulled their van into a handicapped spot right next to the entrance, Caleb noticed a half dozen women dressed in long, flowing petticoats and Victorian jewelry. They look like something out of Proust, he thought, shaking his head at the historical anachronism. Or maybe they just really like that Bridgerton show.

Caleb had been to a few Ren Faires in his time. Like any veteran, he gave the place a quick once over, calibrating what he thought of as his ’freakiness gauge.’ You could never tell with an event like this just how family-friendly it was—or how adult it might get after dark.

A lot of the attendees were older and a little daringly dressed, but there were plenty of families, too. Kids ran around in homemade costumes, fighting with plastic swords they’d bought at the gift shops. One was busy defending a cute young girl in a tiara from an older boy wearing a giant dragon hat on top of his head. With a heroic roar, the boy with the sword slew him, both of them falling all over each other and laughing.

From a glance, Caleb guessed that this Ren Faire would be pretty tame as long as the sun was up. That was fine with him—he had more than enough fun to handle once he got back to the house.

Together, he and Eira helped Yui out of the front seat and into her wheelchair. It was tougher than usual, since they needed to avoid messing up her costume.

“Hey, be careful!” Yui said, giggling as Caleb set her down. “Are you groping me?”

He planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Both of us know I don’t need to do anything like that,” he said, giving her a loving look. “You ready?”

As Yui rolled toward the front gates, the kids who’d been playing their swords all gawked at her. For a moment, Caleb’s gut filled with ice and he anticipated them saying something stupid that would hurt his woman’s feelings, and he prepared to cut them off.

Then the little girl with the tiara gasped. “Wow!” she cried, pointing at Yui. “You’re a princess! With a horse!”

Yui grinned. She had replaced her sedate outfit with a silky pink dress covered in ruffles, and had placed a sparkling plastic tiara on her head. Both were about the baseline for what was considered a costume at a Ren Faire, but it was the work she and Eira had done to her wheelchair that was the real star. White fabric had been draped over the sides, painted to look like a medieval saddle and bridle, and a cute stuffed horse’s head had been attached to the front of the wheelchair. The pole had been affixed between the bottom wheels, and stuck between Yui’s legs.

The overall effect was that of an illusion. Yui was a princess, and her wheelchair had been transformed into her noble steed.

“Woah!” one of the boys said, waving his sword. “That’s super cool!”

Yui hid her response well, but she sounded just a little bit choked up when she replied. “Thank you so much!” she said, giving a special wave to the little girl with her tiara.

“Do you need us to protect you, fair lady?” the oldest boy asked.

He looked like he would have done it, too. The poor lad looked smitten by Yui—less so by Eira. The elf girl wore no glamour, and changed back into her outfit of black leather and buckles. No one would have guessed the knives tucked into her belt were something other than props. She looked like exactly what she was: an elven rogue.

Yui shook her head. “I have my handsome wizard and my fair elven rogue to watch over me,” she said, gesturing at Caleb and Eira in turn. “Thank you, though!”

The kids kept staring until they were at the gates, looking spellbound by their performance.

“I told you people were going to love your costume,” Eira said, elbowing Yui. “Doesn’t she look incredible, Caleb?”

“She does,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “She really, really does.”

Yui’s passes got them through the entrance. They walked through a narrow portcullis made of wooden stakes, with more colored flags decorating the top. Above the door lay a banner, proclaiming the KNIGHTS OF CHIVALRY along with a list of local sponsors for the event. Finally, they were through into the Ren Faire proper.

Inside lay a bustling medieval village. Most of the buildings were just tents, of course, but the craftspeople involved had gone to great lengths to give the fairgrounds the illusion of being realistic. Wooden carts filled with goods and tools sat outside the shops, and a woman in the center of the market was teaching a number of guests how to weave medieval baskets.

If you ignored the occasional Metallica t-shirt and the credit card readers at every booth, you could almost imagine you’d been sent back in time.

A little chill traveled down Caleb’s spine as he looked over the festival. There was something magical about a Renaissance Faire. The combination of cosplay, alcohol, jousting, and the really hardcore larpers who came together to recreate an era now lost to history all gave the main thoroughfare a palpable energy. Despite himself, Caleb was impressed.

The people of Wolfe’s Hollow put on a hell of a good event.

“So what do you want to do first?” Caleb asked the others.

Yui looked back and forth across the market square, her eyes narrowing. “How about over there?” she asked, pointing at a nearby booth. “That looks cool!”

The woman inside had her hair in twin braids and wore a long brown dress covered in embroidery. She was showing a handful of young women how to sew, their hands moving in rapid, practiced movements. While most of them were making cross stitches of various comic book logos and things like that, the woman giving the class was in the middle of a large, medieval-looking project.

As Caleb and his party came closer, he saw some of the details—a man looking over a gathered group of peasants, performing some sort of miracle that involved a light flying up into the sky. He held a wand in his hand—

No, Caleb realized. Not a wand. A staff.

His staff.

Was that man in the tapestry supposed to be his grandfather!?

Yui either didn’t notice what the woman was sewing or didn’t recognize the scene for what it was. She rolled to the edge of the circle, watching the women work, a spellbound look on her face. “This is so cool!”

The woman looked up from her work, noting the newcomer. “Be welcome to the Women’s Circle,” the leader said, a smile spreading across her face. “Wouldst thou like to aid in our creations?”

Thees and thous, Caleb thought. The other people in the circle might have just been tourists, but the woman in charge was definitely a hardcore larper. Probably a volunteer. She looked to be middle-aged; perhaps she was a member of the staff, even.

“Sounds good,” he said, looking around. The woman had a bunch of materials on hand—fabrics and needles and the like. The other women in the class looked friendly, and one of them pointed at Yui’s ’horse’ and let out an amazed laugh. Soon all the women were eagerly welcoming the pair into the circle.

Caleb moved to sit down with them when the head woman cleared her throat. “‘Tis a Women’s Circle,” the middle-aged woman said with a self-deprecating smile. “While you are most welcome at our Faire, gentle wizard, you must be a woman in order to sit with us.”

Caleb laughed, then shook his head. “I’m not, so that’s a bit of a problem,” he said, looking around the circle. Considering all the problems he’d had over the last few days, however, this was one he didn’t mind in the slightest. “I don’t suppose I could cast a spell or something like that...?”

The woman shook her head, a good-natured smile on her face. “The class will only last another half an hour,” she said, gesturing at his companions. “Perhaps you could rejoin them once we are done?”

Caleb looked back and forth between Eira and Yui. The elf girl shrugged, clearly indifferent, but Yui had a pleading look in her eye. The last thing he wanted was to disappoint her—especially when she was the one most excited about the Renaissance Faire to begin with.

He glanced down the lane, where a cluster of shops waited. Beyond that were the concessions stands, and past that, a wide field for jousting. Sure, he thought. I could have some fun by myself.

“Alright,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I’ll see if I can find some other fun. How about I come back in a half hour with some mead for my companions? That sound good, girls?”

“Have fun, honey,” Yui said, turning her attention back to the women. “Isn’t he great?” she whispered, giggling with several of the women. “Such a handsome, powerful wizard...”

The woman in charge chuckled, then gave Caleb a respectful nod. “None shall harm your princess while you explore,” she said, a strange look spreading across her face. She sounded like she meant it—and had the power to protect her charges, if it came to that. “You have my word, wizard. Your princess and her... horse will be safe.”

Caleb turned to Eira. “Keep on eye on the sewing circle, alright?”

The elf girl yawned, then picked up a piece of fabric and some thread. Her fingers worked nimbly at the task—so nimbly that several of the other women sitting on the carpet stared in amazement.

“Yeah, we’re good,” Eira said, sticking out her tongue. “Go watch a joust or something. But definitely come back with the booze.”

Amused, Caleb made his way away from the circle. Well, he thought. This definitely isn’t what I expected. What should I do with all this time for myself?

The fact that it looked like Gene Holdstock on that woman’s half-completed tapestry still befuddled him. He wished he could have asked the middle-aged woman about what she was making, but that would have given the game away.

Hopefully he’d be able to talk to the middle-aged woman later and get some answers.

Like it or not, those answers weren’t going to come to him until later. So, like many a larper before him, he decided to go do a little shopping.

As Caleb had expected, the main thoroughfare was lined with food carts and vendors. He walked past a cart selling funnel cakes, the sweet smell of fried dough filling his nose and making his mouth water. Next to that was a booth selling homemade candles, along with medieval-styled greeting cards covered in bards and Monty Python-level humor. Beyond that lay a stand selling homemade soaps, crystals, and jewelry.

This is pretty cool, Caleb thought, looking over a line of ornate, hanging necklaces studded with jewels. He wondered if Yui would like any of them, but resolved to let her pick out something she would enjoy later. There was a stall for everything, it seemed.

Caleb ended up following the path the vendor had laid out, winding his way through a crowd of people and getting distracted by the sights. He passed a couple of knights in full cosplay armor who were busy taking photos with attendees, then nearly bumped into a guy wearing a giant wolf head’s mask.

“Hey!” the guy said, his voice muffled by his costume. “Cool wizard outfit!”

Caleb nodded and continued on. Finally, he arrived at the jousting field.

The smell of horses mingled with the other scents of the Renaissance Faire: patchouli, cooking food, and too many people. Two jousters were in the middle of a match, riding horses along the length of the arena as they readied their lances. The stands were clearly the bleachers from a local school’s baseball field, covered in leather to look more old-timey. They were about half full, mostly stuffed with people drinking from horns and steins.

Suddenly someone let out a yell. One of the knights—a man in a black tunic—had just charged his opponent, a guy who wore a blue tunic over his gunmetal gray armor. They collided in a clash of metal and wood, and the man in blue fell from his horse and landed in the mud. A cloud of dust rose as the fallen knight scrambled to his feet, helped up by the fellow on the first horse.

Someone in the dugout flipped a scorecard over. From the looks of the scores, the Black Knight had been winning all day and was way in the lead. Most of the people in the stands were cheering for him.

The Knight dismounted and pumped a fist in the air, posing for applause. The people in the stands cheered, and several took out their cell phones and took pictures of the triumphant jouster.

Popular guy, Caleb thought. I’m sure he’ll have all the wenches hanging off of him later tonight…

As he thought it, the Black Knight tugged off his helmet with a gasp. He grabbed a bottle of water from a nearby bench and downed it in almost a single gulp, then wiped his forehead—

Her forehead.

Holy shit, the Black Knight was a woman.

Beneath her helmet lay a pretty face with olive skin and cheekbones nearly as high as Eira’s. Her hair was done up in a single, severe black braid, which must have been done up around her head like a turban in order to fit into the helmet. She was taller than he’d expected, but as he looked, he realized her boots had stiff heels to give her a couple extra inches when walking around the field.

Her eyes were violet. They sparkled as they took in the sight of the crowd, and her pouty lips twisted into a pleased smile.

Then she saw him.

The Black Knight gave a sudden start, a look of startled recognition on her face. It only lasted a moment, but was strong enough that Caleb felt a cold finger travel down his spine. That woman, the one who was kicking so much ass in the jousts: she knew him.

Which was weird, because he’d never seen her before in his life.

In an instant, her face was a mask. A cold smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth as she turned back to the crowd, lifted a gauntleted fist in greeting, and bowed. She stepped behind the stands and was gone so quickly, Caleb half wondered if there was magic involved.

“And the Black Knight advances yet again!” the announcer said, speaking through a megaphone. “Belleteyn D’Amore, the Black Knight, remains the challenger to beat this year at the Knights of Chivalry Renaissance Faire! Will any knight, fair or foul, be able to knock her from her seat today? We’ll find out later this afternoon! Our next two competitors will be taking their places in ten minutes…”

By then, Yui and Eira would be done with their sewing event. Maybe they could all watch a little jousting together. But first, Caleb resolved to go and get some mead.

The main brace of the concession stands were a short walk from the jousting field, close enough for anyone to slip over for a quick bite or another flagon of ale between rounds. There were stalls selling beer, hot dogs, those oversized turkey legs that were such a staple of Ren Faires everywhere, and even a few vegetarian options sprinkled around.

Caleb didn’t bother with the food. He was still plenty full from the feast Eira had whipped up for them all that morning. He just wanted some mead.

A comely barmaid stood on a raised platform beneath a colorful awning, dishing out flagons of the honeyed alcohol. She gave a wink as he approached, her bright green eyes sparkling thanks to color contacts. Her face was covered in painted on freckles, and her low-cut top revealed so much cleavage it threatened to spill out from her bodice.

“Good morning, handsome wizard,” the barmaid said, leaning on the bar with an elbow. “Care for a taste of something sweet?”

Under normal circumstances, Caleb might have been over the moon for this girl. Now, with two beautiful women waiting for him back in the market, he knew better. Flirting was her whole game—she was undoubtedly a champion at it, just like she was a champion at separating horny larpers from their money. She probably had a whole website for her racy cosplay photos.

“I need three flagons of mead,” Caleb said, glancing up at the price board above the wench’s head. “Something to carry them in would be great too, thanks.”

The woman looked a little put out that he wasn’t staring at her. “’Tis only two flagons of mead per customer,” she said in a little voice.

Ugh. Caleb had been afraid of that. “I have two companions,” he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “They’re doing the sewing thing in the market. I’m only drinking one drink myself—the rest are going to them.”

The redheaded bartender shook her head. “Rules are rules,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “A wizard ought to know that better than anybody. I can give you two now, and you can come back with one of your companions for the other later. Savvy?”

Ugh? Pirate talk? This girl wasn’t even great at the whole Ren Faire thing when you got past the flirting.

“Sure,” Caleb said with a shrug. He had already reasoned that he’d give the mead to both Eira and Yui, and abstain himself. He could get a drink later, once they came back this way to watch the jousts.

The barmaid shrugged, and was about to turn around and pour when a voice spoke behind Caleb. “Two per customer, you said?”

Caleb froze. He slowly turned, feeling strangely like a character in a horror movie.

Standing behind him with a big smile on her face was the Black Knight.


Chapter 17

The barmaid stared at them both. “Is this one of your friends?” she asked.

She was not. The Black Knight stood a pace or two behind Caleb, like she’d been waiting for him to turn around and notice him for some time now. She’d changed out of her armor, and was wearing a severe-looking black overcoat with a distinctly fantastic theming to it. A wide-brimmed hat sat atop her head, making her look almost like a Pilgrim—or an Inquisitor.

Her braid hung down her back, as dark as her clothing. She takes the whole Black Knight thing seriously, I guess, Caleb thought. A silver pendant in the shape of a spiraling serpent hung between her breasts, forming a pleasing contrast with her dusky skin.

“Um,” Caleb said.

“I’ll take one,” the Black Knight said, holding up a finger. “And my friend the wizard will take the other two. Savvy?”

The barmaid didn’t like having her own slang thrown back at her. She turned away with a sour look and began pouring the flagons of mead.

While she did, the Black Knight stuck out her hand. “Belleteyn D’Amore,” she said, giving his hand a vigorous shake. “And you are?”

“Caleb Holdstock,” he replied. “Thanks for the save, by the way.”

A mysterious smile spread across the woman’s face. “Not a problem.”

Just then, the barmaid returned with the mead. “Here you go,” she said, a little irritated at being tricked. “Two for you, and one for your friend.”

Caleb paid in a hurry and left the stall. The woman walked with him back toward the jousting field, a little spring in her step. Caleb could have been wrong, but his feeling that the woman somehow knew him was stronger than ever. More than that, she was excited to have finally cornered him.

“I haven’t seen you around Wolfe’s Hollow before,” Belleteyn said, slowly passing her flagon of mead from one hand to the other and back again. “Are you a local I somehow haven’t made the acquaintance of, or are you a tourist in town for the Ren Faire?”

“I’m neither,” Caleb said. He didn’t like how defensive he sounded with Belleteyn, but he couldn’t help it. There was something off about the woman. “I’m new in town, but I’m not a local. And I’m not a tourist.”

“How interesting,” she purred. One hand gently stroked her long, black braid. Doing it made her look like she was cosplaying some minor Aes Sedai from The Wheel of Time. “Do you have family in the area, then?”

Huh? What was with all these questions? This woman seemed strangely pushy. Caleb didn’t like it, but he felt compelled to answer her. Maybe it was seeing her fearsome performance on the jousting field that did it.

“My grandfather,” he said, shaking his head. He really needed to start heading back to the sewing circle. Eira and Yui ought to be done any minute—in fact, they were probably waiting for him with that middle-aged woman who referred to him as ’wizard’. “He’s dead.”

He figured that would be enough to persuade the woman that she’d stepped into an awkward situation. But Belleteyn didn’t cringe at the news. If anything, she looked even more excited.

“No!” A knowing smile spread across her face, like a fox who’d just been informed of their promotion to henhouse guard. “You don’t mean… you couldn’t be!”

Couldn’t be what? Caleb wondered. It was obvious the woman knew him—that all of this was merely an act. Something about it rubbed him the wrong way.

Belleteyn leaned in closer. “Are you the grandson of Gene Holdstock? The Gene Holdstock? The mighty Wizard Knight?”

This was getting stranger and stranger by the moment. “Yeah, that’s me,” he said breezily. He took the third flagon of ale from Belleteyn’s hands, adjusting the other two in order to make them all fit. Holding three was hard, but hopefully he wouldn’t have to do it very long. “I’ve really got to run—I’ve got some friends waiting for me.”

“Oh, of course!” The Black Knight turned, gesturing at the lane leading back to the market. “I just have one question for you, Caleb Holdstock. After that, I’ll leave you perfectly alone. Forever, if you’d like.”

Forever? That felt awfully final, but Caleb was just happy to be getting back to Yui and Eira.

“Sure,” he said. “Shoot.”

He figured she wanted to ask something about his grandfather, or maybe about the big house in the mountains he’d inherited.

Belleteyn leaned in close, dropping her voice so that only he could hear. “Where’s the elf?”

Caleb’s blood ran cold. Time slowed down, the people around them in the busy food and drink stalls seeming to slow down to a crawl as he stared into Belleteyn’s violet eyes.

“Oh, my friend?” Caleb said, recovering his composure. “I’m going back to her now. Great cosplay right?”

“Eira Greenwreath,” Belleteyn stated, rolling the syllables over her tongue with pleasure and malice. “A wanted fugitive, who owes money to the Omega Consortium. In debt to vampires—never a good place to be.” She grinned wickedly. “Tell me where she is, and I’ll let you go. Is she here? Or is the little thief back at the Waypoint you’re squatting in?”

He’d heard just about enough. “Get the hell out of my way,” Caleb growled, feeling truly pissed off. “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but you don’t know the first thing about me—”

He moved to push past her, but Belleteyn put a hand on his chest. “Too bad,” she said, a bemused look spreading across her face. “You might have been fun to play with.”

Purple sparks exploded from her fingers.

Caleb blinked. When he did, he was looking up at a clear blue sky. He was laying on something wet, and the smell of mead was all around him. Several people in costumes crowded around him—he recognized the guy in the wolf man getup he ran into earlier.

“Dude, are you okay?” the wolf man asked. His hand grabbed Caleb’s, covered in a furry glove. “You just passed out. Happened out of nowhere!”

The world blurred at the corners of Caleb’s vision as he sat up. He felt like a towel that had just been through the washing machine, with an extra cycle in the dryer.

“I… I must have fallen down,” he said, lifting himself on his elbows. “What happened? There was a woman…”

“Your friend ran off,” a feminine voice said behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder to see the barmaid standing behind the bar, both elbows on the wood as she gave him a dismissive look. She looked pleased in a sick sort of way to see him fallen—and that look was what brought back Caleb’s memories.

“She took your fancy staff and ran that way,” the barmaid said, pointing in the direction Caleb had originally come. “I’m supposed to offer free refills on any mead that gets dropped or spilled, so I guess I’ll fill you up three more flagons. Even though you were rude.”

Caleb couldn’t have cared less about the mead. The woman’s words rang in his ears, and he swore they had to be wrong. He rolled this way and that, scrabbling in the dirt for his staff. His adze. His inheritance from his grandfather, the thing that made him a Crafter.

It was gone!

That woman—Belleteyn or whatever name she gave the people at the Ren Faire—she’d stolen it from him and run off. Right into the side of the Renaissance Faire where Eira and Yui were taking that cool sewing class.

Eira Greenwreath. The woman’s words echoed in his head. Wanted fugitive. Where’s the elf?

It hit him all at once. The woman knew about Caleb because she knew about the Wyrdworld. She hadn’t expected to see him here in Wolfe’s Hollow—she must have been looking for Eira. And taking out her frustrations on a few assholes in medieval cosplay on the jousting field while she was at it.

Suddenly something in his uncle’s notes floated to the surface of his memory. Beware of serpents.

The silver pendant the woman wore was a serpent. It hung between her tits like she wanted every man she met at the Ren Faire to be looking at it. Only now did Caleb realize there might be a reason for that besides the obvious one.

Forgetting his injuries, he took off at a dead run. The barmaid yelled something behind him about the spilled flagons, but he wasn’t paying attention. He had to get to his friends!

He made it back to the market in record time. By the time he got there, the sewing circle had broken up—and those who remained on the square of carpet looked deeply, deeply upset. Other than a couple of bleary-eyed tourists, the only people there were the middle-aged woman who’d run the thing and Yui. Eira was nowhere to be seen.

He marched up to Yui double time. “Where is she?” he asked.

Neither Yui nor the woman watching over her needed to ask who he meant. “She left,” Yui said, her words crackling with emotion. “A woman showed up right at the end, all dressed in black. She had your staff!”

“I know,” Caleb said, his gaze flickering between Yui and the middle-aged woman. How much did she know about all this? Had she realized Caleb’s staff was more than a simple walking stick, or was she still in the dark? “She stole it. That’s not the important thing right now. Where’s Eira?”

“Your friend left with the woman,” the middle-aged weaver said gravely. “She arrived right as the sewing circle was breaking up. She seemed extremely agitated, and insisted on your friend coming along with her.”

Oh, shit. Eira was gone?

Yui put her face in her hands. “I couldn’t stop her,” she said, letting out a sob. “I wanted to—I tried to yell for help. But Eira told me not to. She said it would only make it worse!”

Eira was probably right. Caleb remembered the purple sparks the woman had summoned with a wave of her hand. Anyone capable of conjuring such powerful magic on command was a nasty customer, indeed.

“As they left,” the middle-aged woman continued, “I heard your friend the elf mention that they had business to take care of ’back at the house’. I’m not sure what that might mean to you, young man, or even if it means anything at all. But I thought it would be good for you to know.”

“It sure is,” Caleb said through gritted teeth. It would have been his most likely guess for where the Black Knight was taking Eira, but the confirmation was good to have. She was going to drag Eira back to his grandfather’s mansion.

She’d probably use his staff to open that door to the Wyrdworld he found in his basement. The chalk entranceway appeared in his mind, hastily drawn on the concrete. His grandfather’s note on it, warning him of things he couldn’t possibly have understood.

Not for the first time, he wished he’d known his grandfather while he was alive. God only knew how different his adventure would have been if he’d had a little bit of guidance to speed him along his way. But such was life.

If Caleb was going to get out of this situation, it wasn’t going to happen because of some aged, wise mentor. He was going to need to save Eira himself.

“We’ve got to go,” he told Yui. “If we book it, we might be able to catch them.”

Yui looked up at him, a look of amazement on her face. “Wait, what? You’re telling me she’s going to…?”

She caught herself just before she spilled the beans about the Wyrdworld. It was a close thing, and from the look on the middle-aged woman in her flowing robes, she was beginning to suspect something was up about Caleb and his friends.

“Young man,” she said, dropping the wizard for the moment. “A word, if you would.”

Caleb already had his hands on the handles of Yui’s wheelchair. “We really have to run,” he said, trying to balance his desire to be polite with his need to catch up with Belleteyn. The Black Knight—for that was still how he thought of her, with her braid streaming from her dark helmet—had a head start on them, and there was no telling how much Eira might be able to slow her down. Or how slow she might be to open that portal in the basement.

The middle-aged woman made a face. “I’m aware of your predicament,” she said, giving him a sympathetic look. “More than you know, perhaps.”

Now what the hell did that mean?

“When your life is a bit less hectic, I highly recommend you contact me,” she said quickly. The woman reached into her robes and brought out a small brown card, the same color as her flowing robes. “You may find it illuminating, young man.”

Caleb tucked it into his wallet without looking at it. “I don’t think my life is likely to get any less hectic any time soon.”

The woman smiled. “I think you’re right about that,” she said, giving him a nod. “Good luck, Caleb. Try to remember me when you have a free moment. Keep in touch.”

There was clearly more to this woman than met the eye, but Caleb didn’t have time to investigate it. Later, once he saved Eira from the woman with the serpent necklace, he might look this woman up.

“Let’s go,” Yui said, giving him a fierce look. “Eira’s waiting for us!”

The wheelchair made a tremendous rattle as Caleb raced back toward the parking lot.

The race was on!


Chapter 18

Caleb had never seen Yui drive like this before.

She was normally sedate and safety focused behind the wheel. Perhaps it was because of her handicapped placard, but Yui never broke the speed limit or drove recklessly like most of Caleb’s acquaintances. She didn’t even make right turns on red unless she absolutely had to.

But over the last fifteen minutes since they’d left the Renaissance Faire, Yui threw every bit of caution she’d ever acquired out of the window.

The van veered dangerously down the country roads, spitting gravel in all directions as Yui took a curve a touch too sharp. She let out a yelp as she gripped the steering wheel, her voice filled with both terror and excitement at what they were doing.

“She knocked you out with sparks?” Yui was saying. “What, like a magic spell?”

“That’s right,” Caleb said. There were no secrets between him and Yui any longer—anything that happened to him would be relayed in full, no matter what it told them both about the Wyrdworld. “Eira did something similar when she originally broke into my house—back when she was trying to steal my grandfather’s adze. I can’t believe I fell for the same trick twice!”

“It wasn’t a trick,” Yui said, shaking her head as she guided the van through another switchback. Two of the vehicle’s wheels left the gravel road entirely as she swerved, nearly sending them into a nearby thicket. “It was a magic spell! Shit, Caleb, magic is real!”

Caleb just nodded. He knew that Yui was going through a period of adjustment while she got used to the idea of the Wyrdworld, elves and magic spells. He’d had to go through the same process himself, not long after Eira revealed her true identity. Knowing these things existed in an academic sense was one thing; seeing proof of them in the real world was quite another.

They made a world-record time as they tore ass through the forest. Yui pulled the van up to the top of the driveway, screeching to a halt in front of his grandfather’s mansion. Caleb’s truck sat at the top of the drive.

Sitting just behind it was a jet black SUV.

It looked like it had just been pulled out of service shadowing a celebrity or a politician. The windows were tinted, and there was no license plate—just a special badge marking the vehicle as ’FOR OFFICIAL USE’. What use that was, or what clandestine agency had authorized such a thing, Caleb could only guess at.

He climbed out of the seat and moved around to grab Yui, but she rebuffed him. “What are you doing—go!” she cried, gesturing at the house.

“But you—?”

“I’ll crawl between the seats,” she said, looking at her wheelchair. “I’ll figure something out. Go stop that woman before she steals Eira and we never get her back!”

Caleb hesitated for a moment, part of his brain telling him he ought to help Yui into her chair. Then he heard a scream from inside his grandfather’s house.

Fuck it. He ran.

As he did, he trailed his fingers across the hood of Belleteyn’s SUV. The metal was still red-hot; she must have cut the engine only minutes ago. Maybe he had time to save Eira!

Maybe he had time to get his staff back.

The front door stood wide open. Caleb raced through the foyer and down the hallway. Another scream came, this time a cry of rage and defiance. He could hear a woman yelling, her voice echoing from the direction of the kitchen. From the way it was muffled, he got the sense the screamer was being dragged down the stairs into the basement. Eira!

Caleb burst through the doorway into the kitchen. The basement door lay open, hanging off one of its hinges. Someone had been clinging to it, he could tell—and they’d nearly ripped it to shreds before they’d been forced off the wood.

“Let me go, you fucking whore!” a feminine voice shrieked. “This wasn’t part of the deal!”

That was definitely Eira.

Caleb looked around the kitchen for anything he could use to defend himself with. The woman with the silver serpent necklace had magic, which meant he was probably screwed no matter what he brought with him, but it couldn’t hurt to have a weapon.

What he really needed though was to get his staff back. He wasn’t sure whether it was even capable of magic, but he’d sure as hell feel better with it than without it.

For the moment, he settled for a knife. A number of them lay embedded in a block on the kitchen counter—he selected the largest and tested his thumb against the edge. Sharp enough to cut meat, which meant it was sharp enough to do some serious damage.

Gripping the hilt of the knife so hard his knuckles turned white, Caleb descended the stairs.

The dim atmosphere of the basement had been replaced with a brilliant glow. Specks of magic filled the air, blue and white and occasionally flashing with the same violet color as the Black Knight’s sparks. Caleb took the stairs slowly, trying for stealth as he stalked his prey.

He was lucky—Belleteyn had her back to him. The woman stood over Eira, who she’d just dealt a swift kick to in order to keep her in line. In front of them both, against the concrete wall, the chalk door shimmered and shone.

The portal wasn’t completely open yet. Whatever method Belleteyn used to get into the Wyrdworld must not have been as reliable as a Crafter’s. It took time.

Exactly what he needed.

“You really didn’t think Omega would let you go, did you?” Belleteyn was saying. Caleb got the impression she enjoyed moments like this—the twisting of the knife, the blowing out of the brief candle that represented hope in those who she brought in. This was probably what that bitch lived for.

As if proving the point, Bellteyn lifted the staff—his staff—and waved it in Eira’s face. “You and I both know what this device is. Probably a great deal more than the man who was carrying it!”

Eira looked worse for wear. The elf probably hadn’t resisted at first, trusting in whatever Belleteyn told her was necessary to resolve the issue without involving Caleb or Yui, but she’d certainly put up a fight once she realized what the woman with the silver serpent necklace actually intended.

“This device would have paid your debt,” Bellteyn said incredulously. “Turning it in to your handler at Omega would have given you a second chance at your miserable, pathetic life. Instead I come here and find you playing homemaker? The fabled Eira Greenwreath?”

Eira looked up and saw Caleb for the first time.

To her credit, she managed to keep the look of shock off her face. Only a little flicker in the set of her cheeks showed her surprise, and Belleteyn was far too busy gloating to notice it.

“It’s not what you think,” Eira said. “Caleb is different. He’s wonderful. He’s going to be the greatest Crafter the Wyrdworld has ever seen—”

Thwack! Belleteyn slapped Eira across the face with the staff.

For a moment, Caleb’s vision flashed red, and he nearly leapt forward with the knife and stabbed it into Belleteyn’s back. But the motion would have given him away, and the serpent likely would have twisted out of his reach in time. Besides, he didn’t want to kill Belleteyn—he wanted to capture her. To get some answers about who she was and where she’d come from.

Eira took the hit like a champ. She spit blood on the concrete floor, then gazed up at Belleteyn with a fiercely defiant expression.

“I can’t believe you,” Belleteyn was saying. The Black Knight shook her head, a look of disbelief written across her features. “You’re in love with this human! This Caleb, this whelp of Gene Holdstock’s brood who’s yet to prove himself anything more than a cock with a circulatory system attached!”

Eira spit again, then grinned. “It’s a nice cock,” she said, meeting Belleteyn’s eye. “Small wonder so many of our sisters vacation in the human world.”

The Black Knight shook her head, her shoulders setting with disgust. “I am not one of those women,” she said, as if she literally couldn’t understand how a creature as beautiful and independent as Eira could get addicted to human dick.

“Clearly,” Eira shot back.

Caleb couldn’t see Belleteyn make the face, but he knew it was there. He took an experimental step across the concrete floor, then another. The sound was quiet enough that the Black Knight didn’t hear.

Another step put Caleb almost within arm’s reach of Belleteyn. If he could wrap his arm around her, get his knife under her throat the way Eira had done to him, she’d be checkmated. Any attempt at magic she could muster would be stopped before it could be summoned, quashed by the threat of a slit throat. Just another step…

That’s when Yui descended the stairs.

Descended was perhaps not the right word for it. “Falling in a grim parody of a drunken stupor” might have been closer, but still failed to convey the horrifying poetry of her white-knuckle fall down the basement stairs.

Lacking any better way to reach him, Yui had just gunned her chair for the top step and prayed for the best. The chair bounced on each stair, cracking a few and breaking at least one with the weight of the metal. Halfway down, she pitched forward and tumbled over the banister, grabbing it to slow her fall as she slammed to the concrete floor. Next to her, the wheelchair hit the wall, bent and broken in a dozen places. The whole thing was trashed—Yui would never use it again without some serious repair.

The noise made Belleteyn turn. Her violet eyes widened as she realized the man she’d been talking about stood directly behind her.

Caleb took his chance.

He grabbed for Belleteyn, slashing out with the knife in a wide arc. The dark-haired woman threw herself backward, nimbly bending at the waist like a ballet dancer about to go under a limbo pole. Caleb’s strike, already hesitant to kill, sailed just over her breasts, slashing through nothing but empty air.

As she bent, Belleteyn gave a high kick worthy of any cabaret dancer. Her boot heel struck Caleb right in the gut, knocking him back. The knife fell from his fingers, landing on the concrete between him and Yui. His shoulders hit the half-broken staircase, the edge of the banister digging into his back.

“You!” the bounty hunter hissed, looking shocked. “And your little princess, I see. You really shouldn’t have followed me—”

Belleteyn was flung forward as Eira slammed into her back. The elf girl grabbed her around the waist as she toppled, wedging her knee against the small of the woman’s back. The two of them went down in a heap, grappling.

The staff slipped out of Belleteyn’s hands. It rolled across the basement floor, coming to rest next to the opposite wall. The silver dog’s head faced Caleb, and he’d never been more certain that the ruby in one of its eyes winked at him.

He had to get that staff!

While Eira dug her nails into Belleteyn’s shoulders and the bounty hunter tried to get away, Caleb sprang across the room. He landed next to the wall and scooped up his staff, feeling a charge of magical energy as it touched his fingers. Just holding it made him feel more powerful than before, no actual magic required.

“No,” Caleb said. “You shouldn’t have followed me, Belleteyn. I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you shouldn’t have messed with my friends!”

The bounty hunter rolled out of Eira’s grip. Belleteyn went up on one knee, saw Caleb holding the staff, and swore. She made a little sign with her hand, as if she were trying to ward off evil, and purple sparks flew from her fingertips.

This time the staff protected Caleb. The magic didn’t hit him—but the sparks still blinded him. They went off like a fireworks display, leaving everyone in the room who hadn’t been prepared for them reeling.

As his vision cleared, Caleb saw that the door to the Wyrdworld had begun to open. How? Had the bounty hunter’s spell finally begun to work?

Belleteyn stood before the door. She held an unconscious Eira over her shoulder—the elf girl had been knocked senseless by her spell. Belleteyn glanced at the entrance to the Wyrdworld and its inky black sky, then back at Caleb and his staff. He knew she wanted it, but he also saw that she’d just made a necessary decision.

The bounty hunter was going to run.

She’d bail on the staff as long as she knew she could get Eira out of the basement and into the Wyrdworld. That seemed to be her true objective, and stealing his grandfather’s treasure was just an unexpected bonus.

“You two are quite troublesome,” the bounty hunter admitted. She gave Eira’s booty a smack as she spoke, like she was taking out a little bit of her frustration on the elven woman. “Maybe if your girlfriend could actually stand up and fight, I’d even be a little afraid of her.”

Yui heard that. She lifted herself on her elbows, crawling across the concrete floor with a determined look on her face. “You give her back!” she yelled.

For just an instant, fear showed on Belleteyn’s face. Then she remembered who she was dealing with, and her smooth expression slammed down like a shutter.

“What are you going to do about it?” the bounty hunter snarked. “A woman with no legs and a Crafter who doesn’t understand the first thing about using his powers. You two are utterly hopeless!”

Behind Belleteyn, the gateway completed its opening sequence. A chilly wind blew from the opposite side of the portal, bringing with it the scent of faraway fragrances and spices. A massive crescent moon shone in the sky behind Belleteyn’s head, as big and orange as any Halloween decoration.

“I’ll kill you, bitch,” Yui snarled.

“I’d like to see you try,” Belleteyn said. Abruptly she yawned, as if this banter were already beginning to bore her. “But I’ll make you a deal, Crafter. You want the elf?”

Memories flashed through Caleb’s mind. Eira with a knife held to his neck. Eira guiding him through the Item World. Eira beneath him, whimpering about his big human cock while they fucked his grandfather’s old bed to splinters…

“Yes,” he said, meaning it to the depths of his soul. “If you take her, Belleteyn, I’ll track you to the ends of the Wyrdworld to bring you down.”

The bounty hunter smirked. “Cute.” Her eyes strayed to the silver dog’s head atop Caleb’s staff, and her face changed. “One chance, Crafter. Hand over your vorlesen, and I’ll drop the elf tart. You give me that staff, I’ll give her to you, and we’ll consider it a fair trade. Deal?”

Tempting. But Caleb already knew the truth. If he handed his grandfather’s staff over to Belleteyn, she’d run into the Wyrdworld with it, carrying Eira over her shoulder. He’d probably never see either of them again.

He took a step forward. Belleteyn flinched, but she didn’t run. The woman had enough sense to at least try to get a bonus out of the deal. He’d have to remember that she was a smart customer.

“How do I know that you won’t just take both and leave through that portal?” Caleb asked.

It was the obvious question. Belleteyn snickered when he brought it up.

“You don’t,” she said. An answer just as obvious. “You’ll just have to trust me, Caleb. How bad do you want this elf?”

“Caleb, don’t do it!” Yui cried. “It’s a trap! You know she’s lying!”

She tried to rise, as if she could somehow will her legs back into working order. He’d heard of things like that happening in extremely stressful situations—adrenaline causing people to push through their limits, lifting cars off of people and stuff like that. But no amount of adrenaline could reverse biology.

Caleb moved to the left. Belleteyn moved to the right just as fluidly, matching him step for step. The bounty hunter was still close enough to the door to make a break for it, but Caleb was a little closer now. Yui’s broken wheelchair rested to his immediate left, against the wall.

An idea began to form in his mind. It wasn’t much of a plan, but what the hell else could he do?

“I tell you what,” Caleb said, taking another step to the left. Belleteyn was forced into the position of either having to step away from the door a bit, or accept Caleb getting closer to her. Mercifully, she chose the former. Evidently she still figured she could escape if she needed to.

Good. He needed her to underestimate him.

The line about Yui’s legs infuriated him. But the crack about his Crafting skills, as nastily intentioned as they were, had inadvertently given him an advantage over Belleteyn he hadn’t realized he had. She thought he knew nothing about his powers.

That wasn’t true at all. There was one thing he could do perfectly well: almost without thinking.

Now he just needed to do it.

Again his eyes flickered to Yui’s broken wheelchair. He sized it up for a moment, guessing at its weight. He’d hauled it around more than enough times to know he knew how to do what needed to be done. Eira had mentioned some of the abilities a Crafter was capable of, and it was those that he was thinking of right now.

Yui was busy crawling across the floor. She moved like a woman in a trance, heading for that faintly glowing door in the wall. Did she think she could cut Belleteyn off, given enough time to try?

“What?” Belleteyn asked. “Hurry up with your counter offer, human. My shoulder’s starting to hurt from carrying your fat little elf.”

Eira was anything but. Belleteyn was just looking for another avenue from which to hurt him. Women like her did it as naturally as thinking about it.

“Switch spots with me,” Caleb said, nodding at the door. “I’ll stand in front of that, and you stand over here where I am. I toss you the staff, you put Eira down, and I let you leave.”

The form on Belleteyn’s shoulder began to stir. “Huh?” Eira whimpered. “Where am I—?”

“Quiet,” Belleteyn hissed. Another shower of sparks from her fingertips sent Eira back into unconsciousness. “You just want to be able to block me from escaping. You won’t actually do it.”

“You have my word,” Caleb said. “Put Eira down, and I’ll give you the vorlesen. You can have my grandfather’s staff. I won’t try and stop you from leaving, either. That’s the best deal you’re going to get.”

Belleteyn paused, thinking it over. Immediately, Caleb knew two things.

She was going to say yes. And she wasn’t going to back it up.

Some people had such a powerful poker face that they could stab you in the back with a smile and you’d never see it coming. Some of them were so good at it that even after jabbing the knife in and twisting it, the partners they’d done it to would make rationalizations as to why they hadn’t ’really’ meant it.

Caleb would forever be grateful that Belleteyn wasn’t one of those people. Betrayal shone in her eyes like the lume of a watch that had just been plunged into darkness. She was obvious about it.

Belleteyn pretended to think it over, then nodded. “Sure. Sounds fair to me. Move over to where I am, Caleb. But slowly. I’ll be doing the same thing.”

The process took much longer than it would have if any parties involved trusted each other. Caleb made his way in a long circle across the basement, stopping in front of the faintly glowing portal to the Wyrdworld. The realm on the opposite side of the door called out to him on a primal, instinctive level, like it was the universe to which he truly belonged.

Belleteyn took her place near the stairs. She stood next to Yui’s broken wheelchair, one foot on the lowest step leading to the upstairs and the kitchen. Yui lay practically at her feet, still trying and failing to rise in her adrenaline-fueled shock.

The bounty hunter smiled at Caleb and winked.

Then she scooped Yui up with her free hand, held her tight, and withdrew a knife from her sleeve.

The blade was every bit as black as the one Eira had used during her nighttime robbery attempt. The keen edge poked against Yui’s collar, the pain focusing her out of her trance and bringing her back to the present moment. When she realized there was a knife at her throat, she screamed.

“Quiet!” Belleteyn commanded. “Or I’ll gut you like a fucking pig!”

Yui’s mouth snapped shut. A silent sob shook her shoulders, and the look she gave Caleb on the opposite side of the room was so pleading that it made his heart hurt.

The bounty hunter mistook the look on his face. “That’s right,” she said, grinning with wicked intent. “Did you really think I’d trade away my bounty for a piece of jewelry? Shit, you really are a wet brained fool, aren’t you, Caleb?”

His hand gripped the hilt of the staff tighter. The dog’s head winked at him, and he knew the power was within him, ready to be unleashed. He didn’t need to wait until he was in the Wyrdworld itself. The proximity to the door would be enough.

“This wasn’t the deal,” Caleb said, unperturbed. “Put them down, and you’ll get the staff. You have my word.”

“And I’m sure your word is completely trustworthy,” Belleteyn snickered. “I know you would have held up your end of the bargain, human. But I don’t want to trade your elf for your vorlesen. I want it all. Now toss me the fucking staff!”

When Caleb’s face didn’t change, she brandished the knife. “Are you even listening?” Belleteyn hissed.

“Oh, I know,” Caleb said. A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t change your mind at the last second. Now I don’t feel guilty about doing this—!”

And he chucked the staff across the basement floor.

For a moment, Bellteyn tensed up. Caleb worried that she might flinch and use that knife to cut either Yui or Eira, but the bounty hunter quickly realized Caleb wasn’t trying to hit her—he was tossing the staff. Exactly as they’d agreed.

Except he wasn’t aiming it at Belleteyn.

The staff arced through the air, tumbling over and over. The silver dog’s head on the top let out a hollow noise as it struck Caleb’s target: Yui’s broken wheelchair. As it did, a brilliant flash of light enveloped the mass of steel, causing it to shimmer and lose its proportions.

It was becoming a portal.

To the Item World.

Belleteyn realized what was happening just a moment too late. She shoved Yui to the side and ran for the portal, Eira’s ass bouncing up and down on her shoulder as she sprinted for the door to the Wyrdworld. Even with the portal opening behind her, she still might have made it. If she made it through the wall, she would have been safe.

But she’d let Caleb put himself between her and the breach.

She feinted to the left, then dove from the right at the glowing door. Caleb dropped into a crouch, then leapt, wrapping his arms around Belleteyn’s legs as he tackled her to the ground. Eira fell from her shoulders, rolling across the concrete to lie next to Yui.

“No!” the bounty hunter cried, kicking him. “You can’t! Let me go—!”

It was as far as she got.

The portal expanded across the entire basement, opening a fissure to the Item World. Caleb’s last vision before the brilliant light washed over them all was of Yui, Eira, and Belleteyn, their bodies distorting as the power of the Item World sucked them into the portal created by Yui’s wheelchair.

Then the portal washed over Caleb, and everything went dark.


Chapter 19

The first thing Caleb saw when the light faded was the sky.

It wasn’t the sky of his world. It wasn’t even the inky, black twilight of the Wyrdworld. This was something new; something he’d never seen before. The sky was luminescent, like an oil slick—every shade of the rainbow moved across it, though the effect of staring at it for too long made him feel vaguely sick to his stomach. He closed his eyes, willing it to be gone when he opened them again.

It was still there.

Caleb was lying on a hard, flat surface. He rolled over, only to catch himself as he nearly went over an edge: he lay next to a sudden, steep drop. He rubbed his eyes, trying to make heads or tails of what he was seeing. It looked like some kind of crazy optical illusion.

Stretching beneath him were an endless set of stairs. Multiple stairwells criss-crossed over each other through the luminescent sky, forming a latticework that looked like something MC Escher might have designed in the middle of a bender.

The stairs were huge—giant sized. Each step was long enough for a man to lay on, and wide enough for an entire platoon to walk down abreast. When he looked up, he saw the same set of stairs stretching into the distance above his head, going higher and higher and higher.

I’m in an Item World, he remembered. I created one with Yui’s wheelchair, and it’s filled with stairs. How ironic.

Caleb sensed that whoever was behind the distribution of Item Worlds had a messed up sense of humor. He looked forward to meeting them and shaking some sense into them—but first, he had work to do.

He had to find his friends.

Caleb staggered to his feet. “Yui? Eira? Where are you?”

He tried his best to get his bearings. He couldn’t see Eira or Yui anywhere—and there wasn’t any sign of an exit. In the Item World he’d explored with Eira by his side, the way forward had been obvious—there was only one path, with a gold flag at the end and a staircase leading to the next level of the Item World, what Eira called a ‘stratum’. But here, there were just endless stairs.

If he had a slinky, it literally never would have stopped descending.

Where the hell were his friends? If this place was as large as it looked, he might never find them. But the Item World he’d created with his staff, the device that Eira called a vorlesen, hadn’t been all that big. It was a circus tent, with a funhouse filled with mirrors inside of it.

Maybe this one was smaller than it looked as well? Perhaps it looped, and going down the stairs long enough would bring someone back to the top.

“Yui!” he called, leaning over the side of the staircase. “Eira! Where the hell are you…?”

He almost missed the platform. For one thing, it was moving pretty fast—and for another, it was almost totally transparent. It appeared to be made of tempered glass, and the slight frosting around its edges was the only thing that kept it from looking completely see-through. The colorful sky made it even harder to spot.

When Caleb squinted, he realized the sky was full of them. Little platforms, leading from one staircase to the next. They provided some sort of… what? Transit system within the Item World?

Whatever they were, they moved a hell of a lot faster than walking would. If he wanted to find his friends, and find the exit from the world within Yui’s wheelchair, he needed to get a move on.

The next time one of the platforms passed his staircase, Caleb hopped down onto it. The drop was short, and he blunted most of its effect by rolling onto his side as he landed. The platform felt refreshingly solid, and had none of the slipperiness he would have expected from something that looked so much like glass.

What was harder to get used to was being able to see through the platform. Caleb soon found he couldn’t look down—seeing that endless, multicolored sky was almost too much for him to take. He had no fear of heights, no troubles with vertigo in his past, but something about this Item World just made him feel like his stomach was doing flips.

As soon as he landed on the platform, it changed direction. The lurching movements of the glass sent him onto his back, then he managed to get to his feet and stand. Whatever power there was inside of this Item World, it seemed to know him—and also seemed to know exactly which direction to go.

I sure hope it does, Caleb thought. What happens if Belleteyn manages to get out of here before we do? She can’t slam the door shut on the way out, can she?

It was a disturbing thought. Really, there was still so much Caleb didn’t know about Item Worlds. He wished he had Eira with him to explain things and answer his questions.

And he wished he had Yui there so he could keep her safe.

The platform veered to the right so suddenly that Caleb nearly lost his balance and fell. Riding it made standing in a subway car with no bar to hold onto seem almost sedate by comparison, and he was just starting to consider leaping off and taking his chances with the stairs when he noticed the glint of silver in the distance. An item lay across one of the crooked sets of stairs.

His grandfather’s staff. His vorlesen.

The platform rose right next to the stairs and then paused, as if whatever power animated it was waiting for Caleb to claim what was his. It felt good to be guided in such a manner, but it also freaked him out just a little bit.

“Can you hear me?” he asked the platform, glancing down at the nearly transparent surface between his feet. “Bob up and down or something if you can. Show me you’re there…”

The platform was as still as an empty pool. Guess not, he thought.

He leapt from the glass platform to the staircase. His staff looked no worse for wear—the silver dog’s head had a small scuff on it where it had struck Yui’s wheelchair, but a few moments polishing it with his shirt removed the mark entirely. It felt good to have the thing back in his hands again, even if he still didn’t know how to use it to the fullest.

He turned back to the platform, only to see it rise into the air and disappear.

“Hey!” he called, lifting the staff in the direction of the fading glass platform. “Where are you going!?”

The platform took no heed. It just vanished into the sky, leaving him alone and contemplating what to do next.

Great. That was just great.

He considered the vorlesen in his hands, and the seemingly endless number of stairs. If this was an Item World, that meant there were monsters in here, didn’t it? Maybe the platform had been scared away, or perhaps it was trying to avoid those things.

If that was the case, the last place he wanted to be was standing out in the open. He needed to find his companions, and then the exit. In that order.

Caleb began climbing the stairs. The climb wasn’t particularly difficult, but the constant motion of the stairs made it feel both tedious and taxing. Every few steps, he stopped and called out for his companions as loudly as he could.

“Yui!? Eira!?” he bellowed, tucking the vorlesen beneath his shoulder in order to cup his hands around his mouth. “Can you hear me!?”

There was no reply. His heart thundered in his chest. Panic was a constant concern, and he kept it at bay only by remembering how much his friends needed him.

Caleb kept climbing. Soon he was huffing and puffing, wondering why he hadn't decided to go down rather than up. But even as he climbed, his legs burning in protest, he could sense something happening. The world was beginning to change. Was he getting close to the end of the Item World? In a sense, that would be a good thing. But he wouldn't leave without Eira and Yui.

Above his head, he saw the stairs end in a wide platform. Finally, he reached the top.

No gold flag waited for him. There wasn't even a staircase that led to the next stratum of this Item World—maybe that wasn't how this one operated.

Instead, a stone archway stood at the top of the stairs. It stretched to the sky, looking imposing and somehow unfinished at the same time. Like a monument that had been abandoned in the middle of its creation, or those giant statue legs in that poem he’d had to read in high school about how nothing really mattered and even the mightiest deeds are eventually forgotten. Uplifting reading.

Lying in front of the stone archway was a woman. Unfortunately for him, it wasn’t either of the women he wanted to see.

Belleteyn D’Amore lay unconscious on the stone platform, dead to the world.

Caleb made his way over to her, the staff flashing in his fists. The temptation to smash it over her head was almost too great to resist, but killing the bounty hunter would have done nothing but leave blood on his hands.

Besides, he had more important things to do than play whack a mole with someone who’d wronged him.

As he approached, Belleteyn’s eyes opened a crack. The bounty hunter’s thick braid was undone, and her hair hung in a messy halo behind her back. She looked like she’d just woken up the morning after a frat party.

“You,” the bounty hunter grunted, turning away. “What the fuck did you do?”

Caleb didn’t have time for her bullshit. He swung the staff in a low arc, catching the bounty hunter in the side. She groaned and rolled over, clutching her ribs as she gasped.

“Shut up,” he said, feeling an anger that shocked him. He normally wasn’t like this. But this bounty hunter, this creature, had put his friends in danger. She didn’t get politeness after a thing like that. “Where’s Eira? Where’s Yui?”

The bounty hunter forced out a laugh. “You think I know that?” she asked, glancing up at him. “I’m just as shocked as—”

The kick came before he even realized she was in motion.

She slammed her boot into his shin, then hooked her heel around his leg and tugged on him. Caleb lost his balance and fell, landing on his butt on the stone platform. The vorlesen slipped from his hand, rolling a short distance away.

Before he could roll over and grab it, Belleteyn was on top of him. The bounty hunter moved with a surprising speed, though perhaps not so surprising for those who’d seen the Black Knight perform in the jousting field.

She straddled Caleb in a way that felt surprisingly sexual, wrapping her legs around his torso. Her hands grabbed his throat, cutting off both his words and his air. He struggled in her arms, but her grip was super tight. All that exercise had made her into a beast.

“I should have killed you when I had the chance,” Belleteyn muttered. Her hair fell around her face, the veins in her arms throbbing as she choked the life out of Caleb. “Gods, who thought a human college student could cause me so much grief?”

Darkness encroached on the edges of Caleb’s vision. The world began to blur as he kicked madly, trying and failing to get enough leverage against the stone floor to shove the bounty hunter off him. But she refused to move.

His strength ebbed out of his body. His struggles grew weaker and weaker, while Belleteyn’s fingers gripped him as tightly as she possibly could.

“Kill you,” the bounty hunter hissed. “Fuck…!”

As Caleb’s consciousness retreated, the sound of a horn filled the phantasmagoric sky over the platform.

Suddenly air and light came rushing back in. The fingers around his throat slackened just enough for him to gasp as Belleteyn looked up at the noise.

Caleb knew this was his only chance, and that he wouldn’t get another one. With all of his remaining strength, he grabbed Belleteyn’s face with both hands and jabbed his thumbs into her eyes.

The bounty hunter screamed. Belleteyn fell backwards, grabbing at her eyes, and Caleb rolled to the side, coughing and sputtering.

His grandfather’s staff lay next to him on the stone slab. He snatched it up, spinning around and raising the weapon in anticipation of a blow that didn’t come. Instead, Belleteyn was staring up at the sky, clutching her wounded face.

“No,” the bounty hunter groaned, turning away. “Fuck, no! This can’t be happening!”

A flock of dark figures flew against the multicolored sky. For a moment they looked like nothing so much as stones loosed from an errant sling; then their wings unfurled and Caleb realized what they were.

Birds. Massive, flying birds with the wingspans of Volkswagens.

He had no idea what the birds were supposed to represent, but Belleteyn clearly did. The bounty hunter ran for the shelter of the stone arch, swearing and cursing at the sky. She barely spared Caleb a glance as she ran—as if she no longer cared about getting revenge.

As the birds flew closer, Caleb realized that the shapes he saw on their backs were riders. Each of the birds had a saddle on their back, with a figure riding them like that old arcade game he was never very good at. Several of the figures wore suits of armor and carried long, pointed weapons. A few had no armor at all, and were… purring?

No fucking way.

The formation dropped until it was nearly level with the stone platform and barrelled forward. The riders let out whoops of abandon as they picked up speed, their weapons flashing in the psychedelic lights.

Caleb had just found himself in the crosshairs of an entire horde of malkini.


Chapter 20

“Get ‘em, brah!” the lead catgirl screeched, tugging the reins of her flying mount.  A half dozen of the creatures flanked her on either side, weapons at the ready and dark helmets strapped to their heads. There’d be no cute flurry of headpats to keep these monsters contained.

Caleb was in deep trouble.

The riders bore down on him fast. Clutching his vorlesen in his hands, Caleb tried to think of a plan of attack. Quickly, he realized his best plan of action was probably to follow Belleteyn and run. He was no match for a squad of flying catgirls—but crucially, neither was the bounty hunter.

Malkini leapt from their mounts, landing all over the stone platform with giggles and cries of Brah! Their lances reflected the light of the psychedelic sky, and the manner of the creatures didn’t seem like warriors who were in it for the kill. But those weapons were deadly all the same.

“C’mere, brah!” One of the catgirls advanced on his left flank, spear held at the ready. “Pet me, brah, pet me!”

“Look in my eyes, man!” another cried, her cute orbs already beginning to flash pink. “Come on, let’s get cute together!”

That was exactly what Belleteyn wanted. If Caleb got distracted by the catgirls, she’d just come up behind him once he was insensate and strangle him to death. She’d steal the vorlesen, escape the Item World, and make sure Yui and Eira never saw the real world again.

As the nearest catgirl closed the distance, Caleb swung the vorlesen with all his might. It collided with the malkini’s helmet, ripping it from her head. As the armored hat landed with a clatter on the stone, Caleb shot forward and gave the malkini a hard, somewhat severe headpat.

“Oh noes!” the catgirl cried. “Cuteness overload!”

The malkini rolled onto her back, felled. One down; God only knew how many left to go.

More catgirls landed all over the platform. Most of them had the oversized lances that reminded Caleb of the jousting field back at the Renaissance Faire, but several of them carried short swords instead. A few had no weapons other than their claws, and were dressed more like ninjas than medieval knights.

Caleb had no time to ponder the distribution of monsters in the Item World. He swung the vorlesen in a wide horizontal arc, using the dog’s head to push the nearest malkini and her lance out of stabbing range.

Another lance whizzed by his head, so close he felt it prick his ear. That one hadn’t come from the malkini—it had been thrown from behind him.

When he turned, he saw Belleteyn standing over a couple fallen catgirl soldiers. She’d taken their lances and was tossing them like javelins, trying to get a hit on Caleb. Another spear flew from her hands and he ducked, dodging it by about a foot.

“Not fair!” Caleb cried, ripping the helmet off a nearby malkini and devastating it with a headpat. “I’m already dealing with enough shit over here!”

“All’s fair in love and war!” the bounty hunter shot back. “Give me the spear, and I’ll let you live!”

Caleb swung again, knocking back one of the ninja catgirls. “Are you crazy? This hunk of wood and silver is the only thing standing between life and death right now!”

Belleteyn flashed a wicked smile. “Exactly!”

Caleb ignored her and fought. No more lances came his way—in fact, he was gratified to see that the malkini didn’t experience any gender discrimination. They looked just as interested in overwhelming and brainwashing Belleteyn with their ‘aura of adorableness’ as they were in making Caleb serve them.

“Brah, quit trying to hit me!” one of the catgirls cried. This one was more nimble than the others, backing up and dodging out of the way of the dog’s head staff. “I’m just trying to show you something really cute!”

“Well I don’t want to see it!” Caleb roared. “Stay! The Hell! Away from me!”

Something twisted inside of Caleb. Suddenly he felt a new avenue of power open up within him. It felt like someone had cracked one of those rave glowsticks inside of his brain, and now it was lit up like a Christmas tree.

He twisted the vorlesen vertically, holding it up like a walking stick. “Back!” he commanded, flexing his power. “Back I say, you goddamn catgirl savages!”

The dog’s ruby eyes winked.

Then its mouth opened and a tornado ripped from the depths of its throat.

Caleb hadn’t known he was going to do it until it was already done. A massive cone of wind erupted across the stone platform, spraying from the dog’s silver mouth like a thunderhead. Malkini were scattered to the winds, knocked on their cute rears or flung over the side of the platform to be eventually plucked from the blue by their avian mounts.

Wow, Caleb thought. Holy shit, was that ME!?

It was just about the most badass thing he had ever done.

He wasn’t sure if the wave of wind lasted for a second or a minute. But when it faded, the dog’s mouth snapped closed again as if it had never moved in the first place. Fully half the Malkini who’d jumped onto the platform to harass him had either been flung over the edge or were rolling around on the floor, their helmets ripped from their skulls. They’d be easy prey for his headpats now!

It was a little absurd, the sight of Caleb racing across the psychedelic vista to grope the heads of dozens of fallen catgirls. It was certainly nothing he’d ever have expected to find himself doing six months ago. But as he mopped up the remains of the catgirl raiders, he was forced to accept a truth he’d just learned about himself.

He was having more fun than he’d ever had in his whole goddamn life.

Only a few malkini remained on the stone platform who were capable of fighting. They clustered around the stone arch, their eyes glowing with that pale pink light that Caleb mentally noted as the hallmark of their ‘aura of adorability.’ Strangely, Belleteyn stood among them. Had the malkini given up on converting her to the cult of cute, or had she already succumbed?

Caleb advanced, ignoring the catgirls. “Where are my friends?” he grunted, shaking the vorlesen menacingly. “Answer me, or you’ll get another Category 5 spanking!”

Belleteyn just snickered. “So you got lucky once,” she said, shaking her head. “Any idiot can coax a spell out of a vorlesen if he plays with it long enough. That doesn’t make him a crafter.” She snickered. “You’ll  never see your princess and your elf again!”

The malkini seemed shocked by this. One of them turned, her spear held loosely at her side. “There’s a princess involved in this?” the catgirl asked.

“Brah!” another chimed in. “Princesses are cuuu-ute!”

Belleteyn shook her head, her expression dripping with disdain. “You stupid cats. You’re a fucking plague on the Wyrdworld!”

She kicked the malkini closest to her, punting it over the side of the stone platform. The other creatures all let out cries of dismay. A few moments later, one of the avian mounts scooped up the falling soldier, and they looked happier.

“Tell me where they are,” Caleb demanded. “And if you can’t, then help me find them! They mean everything to me, Belleteyn—I mean it! You can still walk out of this unscathed if you’re willing to help me for once in your miserable life!”

That last part made the bounty hunter’s lips twitch. She didn’t like the insinuation behind those words one bit.

Meanwhile, the malkini were totally into it. “Ooh, he’s looking for his princess?” one of them asked. “This is totally a quest!”

“A cute quest, brah!” another jumped in to say. “Come on, lady, let’s help him out!”

Belleteyn shook her head, looking like she couldn’t believe the turn this had taken. “I’m not helping this asshole,” she said, stepping away from the malkini. “I’m going to kill him!”

She drew her long, black knife, twirling it between her fingers. Caleb gulped. From the way she handled the weapon, she clearly knew how to use it.

“Hey!” Several of the malkini started after Belleteyn. “Murder isn’t cute, brah! You shouldn’t kill people in an Item World! You should just shower them with cuteness!”

Belleteyn picked up the nearest malkini and hurled it off into space. The catgirl let out a long wail that was half terrified, half exhilarated as she disappeared into the oil slick sky.

“I have had enough of this!” the bounty hunter roared. “Elves, catgirls, cuteness quests… I have never had to suffer so much to collect a simple fucking bounty!” She pointed the knife right at Caleb, her lips twisting with hate. “Killing you won’t make everything better, it’s true. But at least it'll give me a few moments of relief!”

There was no way out. He was going to have to fight.

So Caleb spun the vorlesen in his hands, twirling it like something out of a martial arts film. By some miracle, he managed not to drop it.

“Bring it, bitch,” he said, all confidence and false bravado. “If you think you can!”

For a moment, Belleteyn’s cocky expression faltered. Then the bounty hunter charged, lifting the knife above her head in a downward stab.

Caleb used the hilt of the vorlesen to parry, leaping to the side. Belleteyn matched him stride for stride, staying up in his face and never giving him a moment to collect his thoughts. She stabbed up, slashed down, moving like someone pushing all the buttons in a fighting game at the same time. It was disorganized, but it was working. Caleb backed up again and again, ceding ground to the bounty hunter.

Sensing that victory was close at hand, Belleteyn pressed the advantage. She struck again and again, pushing Caleb all the way to the edge of the stone platform. Her lips pulled back over her teeth in a triumphant snarl as she stutterstepped this way and that, preparing to fake him out and land the final blow.

Caleb swallowed as he glanced over his shoulder. Nothing but oil slick sky and endless stairs waited for him beneath. He knew that if he fell, there’d be no cute bird mount to pluck him from the sky and save his ass—he’d either fall forever, or more likely slam into one of the staircases and break his neck.

Either way, he’d never get in Belleteyn’s way again.

“Any last words?” The bounty hunter taunted. “Shall I tell your little whore elf that you loved her?”

The fight drained out of Caleb. His heel slid over the edge of the platform, nearly sending him into the empty space beneath. He only just caught himself.

As he did, he caught motion out of the corner of his eye. Two more dark, winged forms were swooping down at the platform, moving like they were in the world’s biggest hurry. Reinforcements?

Yes.

But not malkini.

When Caleb realized what he was seeing, he laughed in Belleteyn’s face. The move was so unexpected that the bounty hunter hesitated for the briefest of moments, stunned by Caleb’s sudden about face and surge of confidence.

A moment was all he needed.

He headbutted Belleteyn in the nose as hard as he possibly could.

There was a horrible cracking noise that made Caleb think of what he and Eira did to his grandfather’s bed. But this wasn’t wood—it was bone. He’d just shattered the bounty hunter’s septum.

“Mah dose!” Belleteyn shrieked, staggering back. “By the Nine Furies, you broke mah dose—!”

One of the two winged creatures overtook the other. It streaked across the platform like a bolt of lighting, its rider jumping from the saddle and rolling across the stone floor. They covered the ground between Caleb and Belleteyn in an instant, a pair of silver knives flashing from their belt.

“Nice to see you again,” Eira said, putting her dagger to Belleteyn’s neck. “Bitch.”

Belleteyn recovered from her broken nose faster than any human being Caleb had ever seen before. The bone didn’t set, but it was as if the bounty hunter simply decided not to feel the pain. She straightened up, putting as much distance between her jugular and the edge of the blade as possible, then spit on the stone between her feet.

“Elf,” the bounty hunter hissed. “Ready to turn yourself in?”

The sight of Eira was such a relief. Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat as he drunk in the sight of the beautiful, fierce elf. He had no idea where Eira got her new weapons from and didn’t care. She looked beautiful, and she’d just saved his bacon.

Eira gave him the kind of look that most men would kill to see just once in their lives. “Hey, babe,” she purred, cocking an eyebrow. “Are you alright?”

“Never better,” Caleb said, brushing himself off. “Just fought a whole herd of catgirls. You?”

Eira’s smile spread from ear to ear. “Just stole a couple birds off those catgirls. After we gave this”—she planted her knee in Belleteyn’s lower back—“overly dramatic bounty hunting bitch the slip. I know how to get out of here, Caleb.”

She did? That was great, then. They could be home before supper time.

“The arch is the key,” Eira said, gesturing over her shoulder with her chin. “There’s no flag or anything like that, but all you have to do is—”

Belleteyn brought her shoulder up and shrugged herself free of Eira’s grip. A quick slam of her elbow into the elf girl’s taut stomach made her double over with pain, and Belleteyn grabbed one of the elf’s silver knives and took it for herself. The other she kicked over the side of the platform.

“Eira!” Caleb roared, his vision turning red. “No!”

He raced forward, only to find the point of a knife aimed directly between his eyes. From the look in her eyes Belleteyn was just itching for an excuse to use it.

“Don’t fucking move,” the bounty hunter hissed. She grabbed Eira and threw her over her shoulder, all while keeping the knife pointed at Caleb’s vitals. A quick application of purple sparks kept the elf girl from making any trouble. “So the arch is the key, huh? Thanks for the tip, slut. I think I know just how to activate the exit, too.”

The arch was just steps away. If Belleteyn slipped out with Eira, Caleb would never see her again. She would be lost forever. All the moments they’d shared would be cold comfort with her body in his bed and her companionship on his adventures.

“Put her down,” Caleb said. “Please.”

Belleteyn snickered. “I’m not dumb enough to bargain with you a second time, Crafter. Keep your shitty staff. Good luck getting out of here…”

The bounty hunter trailed off. The final flying mount had just done a turn in the air and was coming around for a landing. The rider had a lance just like the ones from the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire—in fact, it was so close to the real thing that Caleb wondered if it hadn’t made its way into the item world from the festival somehow.

Clutching it with all her might, staring down Belleteyn, was Yui. Leather straps held her upright in the saddle, keeping her from falling from the winged creature’s back.

“Ah,” Belleteyn said, shaking her head. “The princess. Of course.”

Yui brought the bird a ways away from the edge of the stone platform. The beating of the creature’s wings kept it level with the floor, while its mighty beak swayed back and forth in the wind. It was clearly taking all of Yui’s upper body strength to keep the lance held upright—dimly, Caleb wondered how long she could keep it up.

“Black Knight!” Yui cried. She sounded like one of the Ren Faire performers, and spoke in an exaggerated medieval accent. “I am calling thee out!”

Belleteyn turned toward Yui, snickering. “You want to joust me?” she asked, sounding almost pleased. “You know I’m undefeated in the regional circuit!”

“Yeah, but this is real life!” Yui cried, rearing back on the reins. “Prepare to taste cold steel, brigand!”

Belleteyn looked from Eira on her shoulder to Caleb, then back again at Yui. Under normal circumstances, the bounty hunter would have undoubtedly cut and run. There was no gain to be found in sticking around—and in fact, the longer she stayed in the Item World, the more she risked something going wrong and screwing up her mission.

But Yui had called her out. A woman as prideful as Belleteyn had to respond to that.

“Yeah, fuck it,” Belleteyn said, lowering Eira to the floor. The elf girl groaned but didn’t stir, still stunned by the bounty hunter’s spell. “Let’s do this!”

Yui’s mount flapped its wings and squawked loudly. She lifted the spear, gritting her teeth as she prepared to charge.

“Try anything,” Belleteyn told Caleb, “and I’ll stab your little elf slut through the heart before you have time to say ‘Romeo and Juliet’. You got me?”

Caleb got her.

Yui’s mount blurred as it streaked across the platform, moving mere inches over the bare stone. It was a beautiful, fearsome sight, and the way Yui put her entire body into holding the lance aloft was a sight to behold. She aimed for Belleteyn’s heart, seeking not to knock the bounty hunter off of some horse but to impale her with her primary weapon.

Belleteyn watched Yui come, her stance taut and ready. At the last possible moment, the bounty hunter twisted like a bullfighter, using Eira’s silver knife to score a long cut down the avian creature’s flank.

The cut slashed right through the leather binding Yui to the saddle. The whole thing snapped, throwing Yui to the stone platform hard enough to nearly knock her unconscious. Wounded, the bird continued flying, leaving a trail of blood as it soared into the sky.

Yui struggled to rise. She lifted her head weakly and spit blood. “You… you got me…”

“Point of advice,” the bounty hunter said, shaking her head. “Never challenge a professional. We’ve been through too many battles to get surprised.”

Yui tried to prop herself up on her elbows.

Belleteyn watched her struggle and laughed, her voice loud and harsh. “What are you going to do, cripple? Bite my ankles?” The bounty hunter shook her head. “Your persistence is admirable, but completely pointless.”

“Fuck you,” Yui snarled.

“Uh huh,” Belleteyn said tonelessly. She seemed to be on the point of picking up Eira and leaving, but something occurred to her. She stood back up, pulling the black knife from her belt.

“Fuck it,” she said. “You’re a loose end, Caleb. I can’t let you leave here.”

She advanced with the knife, a grim look on her face. Caleb could tell she didn’t want to hurt him, but she knew that if she took the elf with her and went back to the Wyrdworld, that Caleb would follow. That he’d stop at nothing to track her down, save Eira, and get his revenge.

All things considered, he couldn’t really blame her. She was exactly right.

“You really should have let me go when you got the opportunity,” Belleteyn said, shaking her head. “You could have enjoyed your newfound fortune and your cute little crippled princess. But you had to get involved in things that didn’t involve you. Typical man, you can’t keep yourself from—”

Belleteyn’s eyes widened. Caleb stepped to the side, avoiding Belleteyn as she pitched forward. The bounty hunter went off-balance, pinwheeling her arms, and flopped right over the side of the stone platform.

Her scream echoed into the depths as she fell.

Caleb looked. Standing in the spot where the bounty hunter had been, sweat beading on her forehead, was Yui.

Yui standing.

Yui who’d just come up behind Belleteyn and given her a push.

“Surprise, bitch,” she said, wiping her hands on her hips. “Who’s fucking crippled now!?”

Caleb’s jaw dropped all the way to the floor. For a long moment he couldn’t believe what he was seeing—his brain simply refused to process it. It couldn’t be true.

“Yui,” he gasped. “You can walk!”

She grinned. “It’s fucking magic, isn’t it?”

She jumped into his arms, wrapped her legs around his waist, and gave him the greatest kiss he’d ever received. Fireworks didn’t go off in the background, but for Caleb, it sure as hell felt like they did.

By the time they broke the kiss, Eira had recovered enough to stagger to her feet. “Fae blood,” she said, nodding at Caleb with a smile. “I told you, Caleb. Tragedy to triumph.”

“Eira already warned me it’s probably going to wear off once we leave the Item World,” Yui explained. “Don’t worry, I’m bracing myself for it. But she said that in the Wyrdworld, I might be able to walk around like anybody else! Isn’t that exciting!”

It was. Now that she stood before him, Caleb could see that Yui’s legs had been totally transformed. Years of living in and out of a wheelchair had withered her stems, left them so weak that she’d barely have been able to function even if a magic spell healed her spine. But right then and there, her legs looked as sleek and muscular as if she ran track.

“That’s incredible,” he said, holding Yui close. “Yui, I’m so damn happy for you…!”

An awkward smile flickered over her face. “Eira says if I want it to last, I’ll have to move to the Wyrdworld,” she said, a little bit of her glee fading. “But fuck it! I can worry about that later! Besides, I have both of you to help me figure things out, right?”

“Absolutely,” Caleb promised. He gave her ass a squeeze, and for the first time, she truly felt it. “I love you, Yui.”

She kissed him again. “I love you too! And I love Eira! I… I can’t wait to see what the future holds for all of us…!”

Just then, a noise from off the platform made them all turn. A formation of winged fliers were rising over the edge of the stone, with a half-dozen malkini sitting in the saddles. They looked like they’d been smacked around a little bit, but were generally alright.

In their center, trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey, was Belleteyn D’Amore.

The bounty hunter struggled in a clutch of makeshift ropes, squirming and screaming. She didn’t look like she was in any pain—instead, it was the sheer humiliation of the situation that was making her go so crazy.

“Let me go!” the bounty hunter shrieked. “Do you have any idea who I am? Who I work for!?”

“No idea, brah!” one of the malkini giggled. “Come on, girls! Let’s go bring this prisoner back to base!”

With a victorious yell, the group took flight. Caleb watched in amazement as the formation of flying birds sailed through the arch marking the exit of the Item World, carrying Belleteyn in tow. The bounty hunter didn’t stop screaming until the portal back to the Wyrdworld opened, ripping them away from the Item World and silencing her cries for the present moment.

Caleb stood there dumbfounded, smelling the telltale scent of ozone left over from the spell. “Where did those catgirls just take her?” he asked Eira.

The elf girl shrugged. “Who gives a shit? She’s out of our hair. For the moment, that’s good enough for me.”

Then she sank to her knees, overwhelmed by emotion. Caleb and Yui joined her, hugging her tight. It was a happy reunion, with lots of tears and kisses and babbling.

“I really thought I’d lost you all!” Eira confessed, running her fingers through Caleb’s hair. “When Belleteyn grabbed me in the middle of the Ren Faire, I thought the jig was up! I thought, ‘great, just when I’m starting to get my life together, the long arm of the law shows up and ruins everything!’”

“It’s okay,” Caleb assured her. “You’re safe now. We all are.”

All that was left was for them to walk through the arch and go home. Caleb had less than zero interest in progressing to the next stratum within the Item World he’d created out of Yui’s broken wheelchair. The point had been to trap Belleteyn, not to refine a busted chair. And thanks to the malkini, he had a pretty good idea of how to get them home.

And yet…

Yet it felt as if they had unfinished business here in the Item World.

For after all, what if Yui’s miracle really did only last until they stepped back into the real world? What if taking her through the portal in his grandfather’s basement that led to the Wyrdworld didn’t heal her injuries, and this was just some kind of a fluke? Didn’t that mean they needed to enjoy this as much as possible, for as long as it lasted?

Caleb could see in Yui’s eyes that she was thinking the same thing. She shared a glance with Eira, asking a question with her gaze, and the elf girl nodded almost imperceptibly.

“I don’t want to leave yet,” Yui said, still running her fingers through Caleb’s hair. “There’s so much I want to say to you. So much I want to do…”

Caleb nodded and glanced around. “If only we had somewhere to do it…”

Eira coughed. “Actually, the place where those malkini held us captive was pretty nice. We could, um, make a little detour over there before we leave?”

It was impulsive. It was probably dangerous. And as he looked into Yui’s eyes and saw the utter excitement and readiness for him there, he knew it was going to be the most fun he’d ever had.

“Sure,” he told them both. “Let’s go check it out!”


Chapter 21

The Item World’s floating platforms turned out to be good for something after all.

Neither Caleb, Eira, nor Yui could coax one of the flying mounts to help them soar through the Item World after what Belleteyn had done to one of their number with her knife.

If it weren’t for the translucent glass-like platforms that floated from section to section deep within the world created by Yui’s wheelchair, they’d have had to climb more stairs to reach their destination then there were inside the Empire State Building. Fortunately, Eira managed to flag down one of the platforms, and the trio rode it all the way up to the malkini’s former base.

It was no palace, but it would suit their purposes. Honestly, as long as it had somewhere half-comfortable to lie down, Caleb would have considered it the Taj fucking Mahal.

The malkini’s former base of operations within the Item World was made of the same translucent, glass like substance as the platforms they’d used to reach it, which really played hell on Caleb’s ability to walk without looking down. Seeing a phantasmagoric sky and endless stairs every time one’s eyes trended a bit downward was bad for the psyche, and sure to induce vertigo. He needed to lie down.

Fortunately, there was a bed.

A big bed. The malkini evidently shared a communal sleeping quarters, which was located on the second floor of the building. The structure was made of the same stone as the arch leading out of the Item World, with thick pillars of crystal supporting its roof in each corner. The building had a half-formed, ramshackle quality to it that made Caleb think of a child’s drawing, or something slapped together quickly in Minecraft.

But the inside was warm and clean. The place smelled faintly like cat fur, but given the circumstances, Caleb didn’t mind. Neither did his friends.

“Woah,” Eira said, following Caleb and Yui into the oversized bed chamber. “There wasn’t anything like this in the first Item World you and I explored!”

Caleb nodded. His eyes were still on Yui. He’d hardly looked away from his childhood crush since she came flying in on that giant bird, her lance at the ready to try and save him from Belleteyn. His eyes traveled up and down her long, sexy legs, devouring every inch of her magically healed stems. Seeing Yui walk was a novelty he was pretty sure he was never going to get tired of.

“It’s very nice,” Caleb agreed. “If this place wasn’t so temporary, I’d almost suggest that we set up a base of operations here. But of course that doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

Eira was already nodding. “You can’t run a Crafter’s business from inside a Crafted item. But once we leave here, Yui’s wheelchair ought to be fixed up. Hell, according to the rules of Crafting, it should be refined into a more effective variant.”

The skin around Yui’s eyes crinkled at the notion. He could tell she wasn’t looking forward to going back to the real world. Once she left the Item World they’d created, she’d be right back to her old self. He wasn’t sure what would happen to those gorgeous legs, but he felt certain Yui wouldn’t want to see it.

As she frowned, Caleb wrapped an arm around her. “We’ll take care of you,” he promised Yui, holding her close.

She forced out a smile. “I know you will, Caleb. I’m bracing myself for how it’s going to feel when we go back to the house. I might get emotional if I lose control of my legs again, but I know we’ll go into another Item World as soon as possible. And who knows? Just entering the Wyrdworld might be enough to heal me…”

Caleb nodded. “Whatever we can do to help you, Yui, we will.”

She grinned. “You can start by laying down,” she said, gesturing at the bed.

Caleb was only too happy to comply. The mattress the malkini shared was large enough for a dozen people to lay next to each other on it without touching, and the frame holding up was far sturdier than the one Caleb had broken. Climbing onto it barely made it creak; the thing was practically silent.

The bed was so big that Caleb could have gotten lost in it. Rather than head out into the uncharted depths at the mattress’s center, he stuck close to the edge, shimmying over a bit to give Eira and Yui room to crawl up with him. The pillows pressed against his head as he lay back, larger than some of the malkini themselves.

Yui curled up next to him and kissed him deeply. This was no session where he had to take the lead—for once, she had complete freedom of her body and could do as she pleased. She dug her nails into the back of his head as they made out, pulling him on top of her and wrapping her new legs around his waist. Soon Caleb was hard as a rock in his pants. Yui’s hips rose to meet him, showing him just how badly she wanted this.

Eira knew enough to give the other woman some space. This was the first time the two of them had ever been able to do anything like this, and so Eira simply lay back and watched the two of them go at it. He caught a glimpse of the elf girl licking her lips as she purred with anticipation, her eyes devouring the pair’s actions.

A mischievous grin played on Yui’s lips as she broke the kiss. Her face flushed red, spots of color appearing on her cheeks as arousal coursed through her body.

“You know,” she panted, “there’s one thing I never thought in a million years I’d be able to do to you, Caleb.”

“What’s that?” he asked.

The grin spread wider. “Ride you,” she giggled, putting a hand on his chest. “Lay back on the mattress, Caleb. I want to get on top of you!”

That sounded more than perfect to him. Caleb flipped onto his back, bringing Yui with him as the two of them made out in his arms. Somewhere to his right, he heard a moan as Eira grabbed her breasts through her top, rubbing her tits and the slit between her legs through the fabric of her clothes.

As she broke the next kiss, Yui rocked back on her heels, straddling him. There was no awkwardness or hesitation to her movements, like she’d never been injured at all.

She grabbed the hem of her shirt and tugged it over her head. The pink princess blouse Yui had been wearing at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire flew from her fingers, tossed into a corner of the room like she’d never need it again. A lacy pink bra of the same shade waited beneath, hugging her perky college tits the way he wanted to.

With a naughty grin, Yui reached behind her back and unlatched her bra. Her thighs squeezed him over and over again as she worked, as if she still couldn’t believe she had the ability to squeeze. The look on her face was so excited and confident that Caleb couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever looked so sexy.

Yui took her time removing the bra, slowly revealing her gorgeous tits. She ran her hands over the orbs, cupping them and tweaking her nipples until they were as hard and puffy as little erasers.

“God, you have no idea how badly I want this,” she purred, rolling her hips in a circle over his manhood.

Caleb’s lips peeled back over his teeth. “I think I have some idea,” he grunted, running his hand up and down her bare back.

Yui bent down. Caleb thought she was going to kiss him, but instead her fingers went to his belt. She skillfully unlatched it, tossing it into the same corner where her blouse and bra had disappeared, then she tugged down his pants and boxers to expose his cock. A little groan left Yui’s lips when she saw it throbbing against Caleb’s thigh.

“You two look so fucking hawt,” Eira whispered from her front-row seat. “I’m not sure which one of you I’m more jealous of—Caleb for getting the ride of his life, or you for getting to ride his big human dick…!”

“I’m a lucky, lucky girl,” Yui panted, hiking up her skirt.

The pale pink pair of panties she wore underneath were so sheer and brazenly cut that they looked like little more than dental floss. Yui tugged the fabric to the side, exposing the soft, freshly shaved lips of her sex. The smell of her horny pussy filled Caleb’s nostrils, and it took everything he had not to throw Yui down on the mattress and pound her hard.

But this was for Yui. She’d never gotten to be on top before. For her, this was a dream come true.

He wanted to say something sweet to commemorate the occasion. But before he could, Yui sank down, his shaft pushing into her walls as she impaled herself on his prick. Her head lolled back on her shoulders, her mouth opening wide as a gasp exploded from her that could have been from pain or pleasure—most likely both. The expression on her face was pure lust, and the place where the two of them joined felt electric.

“Oh yes!” Yui groaned, rocking her hips on him. “Oh my God, that angle is perfect—!”

Yui tested it by bouncing up and down a few times. The heat and friction of her tight channel were almost too much for Caleb to bear, and he found himself upthrusting between Yui’s thighs without consciously telling himself to do so. His jeans and boxers felt tight around his knees, so he kicked them off completely and let them fall off the bed.

Being inside Yui was always amazing, but seeing her dream come true made Caleb feel like the luckiest man in the world.

Yui rocked forward on her heels, bracing herself on the headboard with one hand while putting the other on Caleb’s chest. She grinned as her eyelashes fluttered with pleasure, her inner muscles clenching as his cock bottomed out inside of her and hit those special spots he knew drove her wild.

“Mmmh, that’s so good,” she panted, slowly rocking her hips up and down. “I know what I want, Caleb. Can I tell you how I want you to fuck me?”

Caleb didn’t trust his own voice. He nodded, his throat dry.

Yui giggled at how completely entranced he was. “First, I want to ride you until I cum,” she panted, licking her lips as she beamed down at him. Sweat beaded on her breasts, filling him with the urge to sit up, bury his face between them and lick them clean. “Then I want you to bend me over this bed and fuck me from behind, doggy style. I’ve never gotten fucked doggy before, and I need it!”

“Oh fuck,” Eira whimpered. The elf girl was masturbating shamelessly now, her leather pants down around her ankles and her many buckles undone. Her silver hair was a messy halo around her head, and her heavy breasts rose and fell rapidly as her fingers worked inside her channel. “You’ve never gotten fucked from behind before, Yui?”

Yui shook her head. “I could never hold myself up,” she admitted with a blush. “Don’t you think I deserve that, Caleb? Don’t I deserve to get fucked good and hard, the way you fuck Eira, before I have to go back to the boring-ass real world and be me again?”

As she spoke, she reached down and gave his balls a squeeze. She rode him slow and hard, grinding the sensitive nub at the apex of her sex against the crown of his cock every time he entered her. It made him want to scream, it felt so good.

“Yes,” Caleb panted. “God damn, yes.”

Yui giggled. “Thought so. But right now, I want these brand new legs to hold you tight while I ride you into the fucking stratosphere…!”

She wasn’t lying, either. Yui’s new legs were as sleek and powerful as a volleyball players, and once she got going, it was like a dam had burst somewhere inside of her. Yui rode him hard and fast, her hips slamming against his thighs as she impaled herself on him over and over again. Each thrust curved his dick into her at just the right angle, hitting her g-spot like the crown of his cock was ringing a gong.

The thrill of it drove Yui wild. The newness of being to take Caleb in a way she never had before excited her beyond measure, and it didn’t take long before Caleb felt his childhood crush shuddering and clenching around him, her walls boiling over as her new legs shook uncontrollably. Every thrust deep into her perfect channel brought her closer and closer to climax. He placed his hand on her lower back and sat up, thrusting into her as hard as he could as she rode him to the finish.

“Yes, Caleb, yes!” Yui’s mouth opened as wide as an opera singer’s, her eyes rolling back in her head until only the whites showed. She screamed his name at the top of her lungs, her fingernails digging into his back and drawing blood as he buried his face in between her gorgeous breasts. “I’m gonna cum, baby! Oh fuck, Caleb, I’m cumming, oh my god I love you so much I’m cumming...!”

Her words dissolved into a high-pitched cry of passion as she came. Caleb felt her walls clench around him as tightly as a fist, the reverberations traveling like an earthquake through her body as the stimulation sent her over the edge. She bucked wildly in his lap, gripping him tight as an orgasm like nothing she’d ever felt before tore through her frame. Huge, shuddering sobs escaped her ragged throat as she clung to him, tears of relief and triumph streaming down her cheeks.

She kissed him deeply, whimpering his name as her hips slowed around his cock. Caleb had never felt so loved before. It was the most intimate moment of his life.

So of course Eira chose that second to lean back on the mattress and cum like a fire hydrant.

The elf girl had been touching herself the whole time she watched Yui and Caleb going at it, her fingers buried knuckle-deep in her slick channel. As Eira’s orgasm hit, she threw her head back and groaned, her body trembling violently as her juices coated the inside of her thighs and stained the sheets. Eira whimpered and groaned, rolling onto her side as her whole body bucked like someone in the throes of an epileptic seizure.

“Fuck!” Eira whimpered, her long tongue lolling from her pouty elven mouth. “Yes, oh Pointed God yes!”

Yui watched, her mouth hanging open. She was still straddling Caleb’s hips, hugging him tightly with both of them sitting up against the headboard. “Holy shit,” she whispered, shaking her head in amazement. “Shit, Eira, that was so hot...”

“Right?” Caleb grinned, his hands moving around her waist and stroking the small of her back. “She’s incredible. The two of you are so fucking great. I’m so happy that both of you get along.”

“Oh, we can do more than that,” Eira chuckled. She removed her fingers from her sopping wet pussy and licked them greedily, savoring the taste of her own juices. “I fully intend to enjoy Yui’s new legs to their fullest extent once you two are finished taking your turn. I want to feel them wrapped around my head while I tease that gorgeous little clit.”

Yui’s mouth dropped open. She looked at Caleb, an expression on her face like she’d just scratched a winning lottery ticket. “And you think you’re the lucky one…” she whispered.

Caleb laughed, lifting Yui into his arms as he scooted to the edge of the bed. “Get on your hands and knees, babe. I want to fuck you from behind just as much as you want to be fucked.”

Yui had a little less experience with this position than she did with riding, and it didn’t come quite as naturally to her as bouncing up and down in Caleb’s lap had. At first Caleb put his feet on the transparent floor, using his hands to hold onto her hips, but they couldn’t quite get the heights to line up correctly. With a grunt of frustration, Caleb put a knee on the bed, lifting his ass to try and spear Yui properly.

Still, she couldn’t seem to make it work. “I don’t know what’s wrong,” Yui said, a flicker of irritation in her voice. “I’m trying to do it, but it’s just not working! God damn it!”

“Just relax,” Caleb said, putting a hand on Yui’s ass. “We’ll make it work. You’ve never done this before, remember?”

Just then, Eira rolled across the mattress. The elf girl took up a position next to Yui, striking a similar pose as the human woman, and the sight of the two women kneeling together naked in front of him was enough to make Caleb feel like a king.

He’d never realized how badly he’d wanted a relationship like this—relationships like this. Not until he had them.

Eira looked up at Caleb and winked, her soft pink tongue darting out of her mouth. “I think I can help with this. Here, Yui. Let your best gal pal help you get ready for that human dick…”

Eira put her hand on Yui’s back, right between her shoulder blades, and pushed. Yui went down with a groan, turning her face to the side as Eira forced her upper body down onto the mattress. Yui let out a whimper as her ass and pussy were lifted up, presented to Caleb like an offering, while her head and shoulders remained on the mattress.

“Face down, ass up,” the elf girl cooed. “It’s not just a song lyric, sweetheart. It’s a way of life.”

Grabbing his shaft by the base, Caleb pushed the head of his manhood into Yui’s channel. He had no trouble getting his dick lined up with her entrance, thanks to Eira’s quick thinking. He ran his throbbing head up and down Yui’s swollen lips, stoking her desire. She shook her head and groaned, her brand new legs shaking uncontrollably as he teased her entrance without giving her the hard penetration she was begging for.

“Please,” Yui begged, arching her back beautifully. “Caleb, I need it!”

Suddenly Eira was at his ear, like the proverbial devil on his shoulder. “Take her,” she purred, her lips warm against his ear. “She’s yours, Caleb. Don’t hold back any longer. Take what belongs to you.”

His cock slid into Yui's sex like a hot knife through butter. Yui let out a cry of pure bliss as her pussy wrapped tight around him, milking his shaft as he bottomed out inside of her. The pleasure was intense, so much more intense than entering her in missionary or with her on top would have been, and suddenly Caleb was worried about coming too quickly. Yui already had one orgasm under her belt, but he was still on a hair trigger.

“Oh my god!” Yui groaned, her cheek pressed to the mattress and her ass up in the air. “That’s so good, baby! I'm so fucking wet, you can just go ahead and pound me. Pound me hard!”

Caleb started out slow, despite Yui’s coaxing. He pulled his hips back, leaning against the edge of the mattress until just the tip of his dick remained inside of her, held that pose, then rammed it home as hard as he could, slamming through her walls like a battering ram.

Yui’s whole body lurched forward, her fingers tightening around the sheets, and she let out a cry of passion so sweet he’d remember it for his entire life.

“Again,” Yui moaned. She was drooling onto the mattress, her eyes rolling back in her head as the head of his swollen prick hammered her insides. “More, Caleb, harder! I promise I'm a good girl! I can take it! You won't break me!”

“Promise?” Eira teased. She gave Yui a swat on her behind, giggling as the other woman boiled over from the mixture of pain and pleasure. “Fuck, I think she really means it, Caleb! Look how desperate she is to get fucked hard!”

He grabbed Yui’s hips and started to fuck her harder, hammering his length into her sex over and over again. Sweat dripped down his forehead and his chest, the room filling with the sounds of skin on skin and the cries of pleasure pouring from his childhood crush’s lips. His balls slapped against her thighs, his cock driving deep inside of her, and soon he could feel the familiar tingling of an impending orgasm.

“Yui,” he grunted, his voice raw with lust. “I’m gonna cum!”

“Not yet,” Yui whimpered. “I’m almost there, baby. Almost there! Just a few more seconds, please! Oh fuck, I'm so close!”

“I’m not sure if I can,” Caleb gasped, his whole body tensing. “Oh, shit. Oh, God, I can't stop it! It’s going to happen, Yui, it’s...!”

As his pleasure hit the point of no return, Eira's hand shot between Yui’s legs. Caleb heard the wet sound of the elf's fingers rubbing furiously against the other woman’s clit, and all at once the dam burst within Yui.

Yui arched her back and screamed. “Oh my god, Eira! Fuuuuuck!”

Her body spasmed like she'd been struck by lightning, going boneless beneath him.

Caleb pulled out, and Eira was there to keep pumping his cock to orgasm. A wave of pleasure washed over him, ripping away his senses as he shot all over Yui’s ass and back.

Once it was finally over, Caleb exhaled deeply. Yui rolled onto the mattress, spreading her legs as she stretched out across the sheets.

“You guys,” Yui whimpered, looking as stoned as Everest without the snow. “You two are the fucking best!”

“Agreed,” Caleb said, smiling at Eira. “God, Eira, I can’t believe you’ve only been here a few days. I already can’t imagine what life would be like without you.”

“Me either,” the elf girl purred. “Hopefully you'll never have to.”

Afterglow filled his chest like a strong drink, the world warm and spinny with pleasure. Nothing could burst his bubble.

As Yui recovered from her pounding, Eira crawled over to the other woman and lifted her legs onto her shoulders. Yui let out a giggle as the elf girl knelt between her legs, kissing the top of her thighs. “What are you doing?” she asked, batting gently at Eira's head.

“What does it look like?” The elf's eyes shone with lust. “I told you just what I was going to do to you once Caleb was finished. You think I can resist tasting that gorgeous pussy?”

A hot flush rose to Yui's cheeks as she realized what Eira intended. “Eira… I’m a little nervous. But I’m ready. Go for it.”

Without another moment’s hesitation, Eira buried her face between Yui’s thighs. Yui let out a cry of surprise and delight as the elf’s long tongue teased her slit, swirling around the apex of her passion before Eira pressed her face deep into Yui’s box and started going to town.

Caleb was rock hard again. Watching the two women he loved embracing each other, pleasuring each other, was as potent an aphrodisiac as anything he’d ever known.

Eira noticed. She pulled her face back, sliding two fingers deep into Yui’s channel and swirling them around her g-spot.

“Feel free to fuck me while I eat your girl out,” the elf girl said, wiggling her round, heart-shaped rear back and forth. “I know you need it, Caleb. I want you to know I’ll always be here for you, whenever you need to sink your dick into something tight and yielding…”

Caleb mounted Eira from behind while the elf girl ate Yui’s pussy with gusto. Her sex shone with juice and he pictured thrusting into her hard and shaking her gorgeous body, but it was the tight little pucker directly above her slit that truly captured his attention. He swore it was winking at him, like the elf girl knew he was interested and wanted him to claim her there.

“Mind if I take you through the backdoor?” he whispered into her ear.

The elf girl chuckled knowingly, lifting her head from Yui’s sex as she played with her clit. “I thought you’d never ask. Did you know elves are always sparkly clean down there?” she purred, spreading her cheeks wide for him. “It’s all yours, human! Every inch of me belongs to you…!

“That’s good to know,” he said as he ran his hand between the elf girl’s legs. He cupped her mound and pushed two fingers into her, stoking her passion while her long tongue lapped at Yui’s sex, licking up every drop of his load. While his fingers quested inside of her, his thumb pushed against that tight, forbidden opening where Caleb had never taken a woman before.

To his surprise, it yielded for him. Eira let out a low, throaty moan as Caleb pushed his thumb into her asshole, digging it in all the way to the first knuckle. The walls of her back door were soft and silky, and even tighter than the slit between her legs.

An equation formed in Caleb’s head. Taking Yui from behind had felt incredible, way more intense than riding her or being ridden. And any sex with his elf girl Eira made him feel an intense wave of euphoria, like he’d been dosed with some incredible, expensive drug.

But both of those things together? Well, that was an experience no young man was likely to ever forget.

He pushed the swollen crown of his cock into her most private opening, replacing his thumb. Now it was Caleb’s turn to moan. Holy shit her ass was so tight! Just getting his head inside of her took an effort.

But he wasn’t about to stop now. Not this close to glory.

Gritting his teeth, he pushed harder. Eira let out a whimper that almost made him stop, then wiggled her big ass back and forth and pushed herself back onto him. The elf girl let out a grunt as her sphincter loosened, allowing Caleb to push his cock deep inside.

The feeling was indescribable.

Yui’s backdoor was tighter than a fist and felt hotter than the surface of the sun. Her inner walls gripped him like a second skin as he bottomed out inside of her bottom, his balls gently slapping the backsides of her thighs. He wrapped his fingers around her long, moon-pale hair, using it as leverage.

Eira groaned and buried her face between Yui’s legs. “Uh haaah!” the elf girl moaned. “I can feel you getting so hard back there! Fuck my ass, Caleb, fuck it!”

Yui groaned with pleasure and shock. “You’re giving him anal?” she moaned, her voice dripping with pure bliss as Eira’s fingers pumped inside of her.

“You bet I am!” The elf girl’s tongue lolled from her mouth.

“Oh fuck,” Yui whimpered. “That’s so dirty! I bet Caleb loves your ass…!”

Caleb most certainly did. The inside of Eira’s backdoor was every bit as magical as her elven pussy, and had the same effects on his cock. Soon he was high as a kite, pummelling the beautiful elf’s asshole like he was trying to fuck her throat from the opposite direction. Every thrust into her tight, perfect pucker felt better than the one before, and it wasn’t long at all until Caleb felt the familiar rising action that signaled he was getting close to shooting his load.

His cock swelled bigger and thicker in Eira’s ass, stretching her even more. The elf girl groaned and threw herself back on it harder, sliding a hand between her legs to rub her needy clit while she buried her face in Yui’s legs.

“Shit, shit, yes!” Yui cried. She latched her legs around Eira’s face, just the way the elf girl had insisted she wanted Yui to before she’d gone down on her. Yui’s nails dug into Eira’s white hair, holding her tight as she hit her peak. “Oh fuck, Caleb! Oh my god I can’t believe I’m going to cum again!”

Caleb could hardly believe it himself. This was going to be the last time, he could tell—all three of them were about to hit the peak simultaneously, sailing into the wild blue yonder together and cumming as one. Caleb thrust himself deep into Eira, burying his prick to the hilt in her as he felt himself hit the point of no return.

In the end, they all crested in the same moment. Eira’s orgasm tore through her just as Caleb began to shoot, which caused the muscles of her ass to grip him so snugly that sparks shot up and down his shaft as he came. Yui’s whole body shot off the bed, her ass bouncing like a quarter as she wrapped her legs around Eira and rode her face noisily through her climax. The combination of Caleb’s cum in her ass and Yui’s juices on her face pushed Eira into realms of pleasure heretofore unknown, and the elf girl groaned into the valley between Yui’s thighs as her body arched sinuously with pure bliss.

Anyone left in any corner of the Item World would have heard them cum. They were that loud.


Chapter 22

When it was all over, Caleb slumped onto the mattress, completely spent. That final orgasm inside of Eira left him drained, the magic of her elven body leaving him feeling like he’d been on a bender without a hint of a hangover. The elf girl rolled over and cuddled up next to him, resting her head on his shoulder, and Yui did the same.

“I’ve finally had both of you at the same time.” Yui laced her fingers through Eira’s on top of Caleb’s chest, both of them hugging him tight. “Can we just stay here forever and never stop doing this?”

All three of them laughed.

“We can’t stay here forever,” Caleb said with a happy sigh. “But we’re definitely never going to stop doing this.”

“Fuck no,” Eira agreed. “My two gorgeous humans. I’m so into you both…”

“I’m into you, too,” Yui admitted with a giggle. “Almost as much as I’m into Caleb.”

“Hey!” Eira pretended to be upset. “There's no competition here, alright? I love you both. And don’t you dare forget it, because I can and will kill you if you do. Or, I guess, try and get Caleb killed. He’d probably take me down first if I went after him."

“You'd never try,” Caleb said with a yawn. “What would you even do without your human to put you in your place?”

Eira snickered at that. “Fair enough.” She looked around the bedroom. “Should we head back, or...?”

Caleb lay against the blankets. “We could chill a little bit longer,” he said, his eyes already beginning to close. “You want to stay a little bit longer, Yui?”

She rolled even closer, rubbing her leg up and down his side. “Just hold me,” she whispered, kissing his cheek. “Hold me tight, Caleb. If this is the only time I ever get to do this, I want to remember it forever.”

He kissed her deeply. Next to him, Eira was already beginning to snooze. Soon, Yui joined her.

Caleb lay there for a bit between them, staring up at the ceiling. They’d won the day, repelled the bounty hunter Belleteyn D’Amore, and took their first short steps into the Wyrdworld proper. Not bad for a day’s work.

But he knew there was still so much left to do. So many challenges that awaited them. There was the matter of Eira's debt, and the legacy of his Crafting powers. Why was it that everyone seemed to know who Gene Holdstock was? And what was this strange group Eira owed her money to?

Money. Why did his problems always come back to that...?

Caleb’s eyes traveled across the room. His staff lay on the floor, the dog’s head pommel facing the bed. It had been watching him the whole time. For some reason, that comforted Caleb rather than freaking him out.

In the shadows, it almost looked as if the dog’s mouth opened a fraction. One of its ruby eyes winked.

When Caleb blinked, the effect was gone.

Money, he thought, a new idea forming in his head. Hell. That should be easy enough to solve…

“Hey,” he said, jostling the women next to him. “Both of you wake up for just a second. There’s something I want to say.”

Eira snorted, cracking one eye, while Yui yawned and snuggled in closer like she was hoping he’d change his mind and stroke her hair a little bit until she fell back asleep.

“This is important,” Caleb insisted. “Just a second, then you two can take a nap. Believe me, you’ve earned it.”

“We sure have,” Eira agreed, winking at him. “What’s up?”

Caleb looked up at the ceiling. “As soon as we get back,” he said, speaking his plan, “I don’t want to rest on our laurels. I want to go into the Wyrdworld.”

Yui looked amused. Eira appeared a little worried.

“You don’t want to wait?” the elf girl asked. “You still barely know how to use your vorlesen. You ought to let me give you some lessons on being a Crafter before you go running off into danger—”

“It’s not danger,” Caleb insisted. “It’s my home. My inheritance. This is what I’m meant to do—to pick up where my grandfather left off. Your world needs Crafters, and I’m one of them.” He grinned. “I intend to hang out a shingle and offer my services.”

Slowly, Eira’s face changed. A look of amazement spread across her features as she realized what he intended. Her one hand clutched him tighter, while the fingers of the other gripped Yui’s with just a touch more desperation.

“This is about me, isn’t it?” she asked in a little voice.

“Partially,” Caleb said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But mostly, it’s about us.”

Until they went back to the Wyrdworld, they’d never know if the magic that healed Yui was a recurring thing or not. He knew that if it was, that Yui would want to spend as much time in the magical world on the other side of his basement door as possible. After all, what was living with money and privilege compared to having fantastic adventures with your friends? Especially when the former meant you were in a wheelchair, while the latter meant you could run and dance and wrap your ankles around your man’s waist as he fucked you senseless.

He’d be doing that a lot to Yui, he could tell.

“I want to go,” Yui whispered. Her eyes shone with a quiet intensity, and Caleb knew she wouldn’t be swayed. This was the new bedrock of her life. “I am going. You’re taking me with you.”

“Wouldn’t dream of leaving you behind,” he said, giving his childhood crush’s ass a squeeze. “I don’t know if you’ve heard this, Eira, but I’m a big powerful Crafter now? And with two cute assistants to help me refine things, I shouldn’t have any problem clearing these Item Worlds. How long do you think it would take me to make enough gold to clear your debt, with my powers?”

Eira looked at him like he was the biggest hero she’d ever seen. “Not long at all,” she whispered, like she couldn’t believe he’d offer to do this for her. “Caleb, baby, I’m humbled…”

Eira got the same slap on her behind that Yui had just received. She took it even better, purring and arching her back.

“Don’t get too humble,” he insisted. “You’ll be helping me, too. I’m sure Belleteyn isn’t the only person in the Wyrdworld who wants to collect the price on your head. Or steal my vorlesen. Having you to watch my back is an absolute necessity.”

Eira nodded. “Of course. Caleb, I’m… I’m all yours. Now and forever, okay? I… I fucking love you. Both of you. Shit, I’m crazy for you…”

“I know,” Caleb said with a grin. “I’m crazy for you two, too. Now let’s get some rest.”

“We’re going to need it,” Eira said, “because I’m going to cook up one hell of a feast when we get home.”

That should have been it. But as Caleb drifted off, he felt Yui squeeze his hand tightly. When he opened his eyes, she was staring at him in the darkness.

“Caleb?” she whispered.

“Yeah?” He glanced over at Eira, but the elf girl was out like a light.

She nibbled her bottom lip. “When we go into the real Wyrdworld,” she said haltingly. “Do you think that I’ll… that I’ll be able to…?”

She didn’t need to fill in the rest. To walk, he thought.

“I hope you will,” Caleb said, his hand going to her thigh. “And I think you will. Honestly, I think you’re going to start liking the Wyrdworld a whole hell of a lot more than Earth soon.”

Yui grinned at that. “Well, it’s got you and Eira.”

He grinned back. “And even if the magic doesn’t hold,” he added, glancing over at his staff. “I promise you this, Yui. I’ll find a way. Alright?”

After all, a Crafter could refine anything. Turn any object into a better version of itself. How much of a jump would it be to do it with people?

As he thought about it, he realized it had sort of already happened. The staff, Eira, Yui…

They’d certainly made him into a better person.

Yui hugged him tight. “I love you,” she whispered, kissing his chin. “I’ve always loved you, but I love you even more now. Thank you so much, Caleb. Even if this is the only chance we have to be together like this, with me whole… thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, kissing her tears. “Now get some rest. I’m going to want to fuck you again when you get up.”

She giggled at that. In moments, she was out just as deeply as Eira.

Caleb stared up at the ceiling. He’d made one hell of a promise, but he intended to keep it. Two promises, really.

To clear Eira’s debt.

And to find a way to heal Yui forever.

They were two damn big goals. But Caleb felt like he could pull it off. He was a Crafter, his grandfather’s son, and the power to reshape the world itself was at his command.

Once he learned to use it, he would be unstoppable.

Caleb lay back onto the pillows, surrounded on both sides by the two most beautiful women he’d ever seen. Women who loved him deeply, who were devoted to him, who’d probably kill for him. He knew he’d kill for them.

Even more than fulfilling his grandfather’s legacy, this was what he’d been made for. For these relationships.

For this love.

As he drifted off to sleep in his harem’s arms, Caleb grinned. He couldn’t wait to start exploring the Wyrdworld.

End of Book 1


There’s a Dungeon in My Basement 2




Chapter 1

Caleb Holdstock stood on the threshold of a brand new world.

He adjusted the pack on his shoulders as he stared at the glowing doorway painted on the wall of his basement. Beyond that hole in reality lay a whole other realm—the Wyrdworld, where fantasy creatures roamed and magic was as real as the buttons on your shirt. This was the moment. His moment.

He couldn’t wait to start exploring.

Caleb was alone in the basement. He’d come down as soon as he finished eating, unable to contain his excitement at the day to come. His grandfather’s staff, the tool the residents of the land beyond the door referred to as a vorlesen, bounced against his hip as he shifted from one foot to the other.

Without that tool, Caleb would be standing in an empty, dank basement. It was only when he’d touched the silver dog’s head atop the staff to the chalk outline on the wall that the portal to the Wyrdworld had come alive. It was magic, plain and simple. He was a magician now, he’d learned. Only the residents of the Wyrdworld called it something else entirely.

The ability to open such rifts in reality marked Caleb as a Crafter—a person capable of commanding powerful energies, then using those energies to refine objects into better versions of themselves. According to Eira Greenwreath—the elf woman who’d become his friend and his lover—the ability to Craft items was one of the rarest and most sought after gifts in all the Wyrdworld.

A good thing, too. He was going to need to make his mark in a hurry.

As if thinking about her had summoned her, Caleb heard footsteps on the basement stairs. By the time he turned, Eira was nearly to the basement floor—she took the stairs two at a time, hopping down them as nimbly as a dancer. Eira was a thief and a rogue by trade, though not anymore now that she was in a relationship with him, and the way she moved was as lithe and sleek as a serpent. Caleb could watch the elf strut all day.

“Yui’ll be down in a minute,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. For a moment Caleb stared at her, his imagination set on fire by the gesture, but she grinned. “No, it’s not what you think,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows with a lewd expression. “I just spilled a little coffee, that’s all.”

Caleb grinned. “You excited about today, too?”

It was hard not to be. It had been two days since Caleb, Eira, and Yui escaped the Item World he had conjured by tossing his dog’s head staff at Yui’s broken wheelchair. Doing so had trapped them inside the pocket universe—but it had also snared their adversary, the half-crazed bounty hunter Belleteyn D’Amore. Belleteyn had been sent from the Wyrdworld to track Eira down and drag her back to the fantasy realm’s mafia, a shadowy group known only as Omega, because Eira owed them a considerable amount of money.

But when she’d discovered a Crafter under her nose, Belleteyn had tried to add Caleb’s staff to her collection. The fight had been fierce, and if it hadn’t been for the lucky arrival of a flock of catgirls—the lewd, cuteness obsessed creatures known to the Wyrdworld as Malkini—Belleteyn might have gotten away with Eira and Caleb’s birthright.

She’s still out there, somewhere, Caleb thought, watching Eira sashay her way across the concrete floor of the basement. We didn’t kill her—we just knocked her down a peg or two. And now that she’s in the Wyrdworld, she’s probably preparing for us…

Maybe. But the last time Caleb had seen Belleteyn D’Amore, she’d been having her brain rotted by the ‘aura of adorability’ cast by dozens of lewd, giggling catgirls. Revenge probably wasn’t at the top of the bounty hunter’s mind.

Probably.

Eira came in close and wrapped an arm around Caleb’s waist. She stood on tiptoe, the buckles on her skintight black leather thief’s outfit jingling as she nibbled his bottom lip before kissing him, hard. Like every time he kissed the elf, he felt her body press against him, practically melting with heat. A few moments later, and a familiar tingle began to spread through his body.

Oh shit, he gasped, his heart hammering in his chest. Fuck, I’m stoned…

He still didn’t understand the magic that caused that, but it was the underpinning of almost all historical human-elf relations. Everything about Eira’s body felt absolutely magical to him, and he knew that the elf felt the exact same way about him. Being inside of her soft, silky walls was heaven itself, and just kissing her felt like being transported to a sunny beach with a margarita and a bong filled with some primo weed.

Eira held the kiss for a long time, her tongue toying with his. Then she gave his butt a squeeze and pulled back, gasping and grinning.

“Mmh,” she said. “I don’t think I will ever get tired of the look on your face when we do that, Caleb.”

“I was just thinking the same thing about you,” he said, wrapping her braid around his fingers. The elf’s hair was moon-pale and long, so she’d pinned it up for the long hike they planned. It looked good, even if it reminded him a little bit of Belleteyn’s hairstyle.

Eira had packed light. She carried a small pack, filled to the brim with necessities, and had no visible weapons save for a pair of silver daggers strapped to her hips. Only Caleb and Eira herself knew about the slender black shiv stashed in her right boot—hopefully she wouldn’t need to use it.

“Where’s Yui?” Caleb asked. His eyes traveled to the ceiling, as if he could peer through the beams and see the rest of the house his grandfather had left him as his inheritance. “Cleaning up the breakfast dishes, I suppose?”

Eira chuckled. “She’s packing. I swear, even the most seasoned adventurers aren’t as prepared as your princess.”

Caleb pursed his lips. “My princess? I thought your whole thing was that the three of us shared?”

Eira rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. All three of us know who the real leader is in this relationship. And it sure as hell isn’t me.”

Now that was interesting. “I’m not some sort of pig, you know,” Caleb said mildly. He was trying to figure out whether Eira was being self-deprecating as a joke or was serious. “You and Yui aren’t my slaves.”

“No—we’re your harem girls.”

The look on his face must have been something indeed, for Eira laughed. He’d thought the word, of course—most definitely when he held both women in his arms at night. But to hear her say it…?

“Look, I’m completely serious,” Eira said, a knowing smile spreading across her face. “This isn’t some kind of poly relationship, this is a harem. I’m yours, and Yui is yours. I love your little princess, and love watching the two of you together even more than I love watching you watch the two of us together. But let’s make no mistake here. This is your harem, Caleb. You’re the Crafter. You’re the leader.”

Caleb whistled through his teeth. “Most men would have trouble accepting that.”

“Ha! Well, you’re not most men. You’re you. So don’t worry when I tease you—I would never fuck Yui behind your back. She’d never do that with me, either. We’ll both wait, like good little girls, until you’re ready for us.”

“You are a good girl.” Caleb gave Eira’s butt a squeeze and pulled her closer, letting her feel the things she was doing to him. “Just about the best damn woman I’ve ever met.”

“Good,” she said, her eyes shining with excitement. “Because the next time you get me and that gorgeous little minx in the same bed together, I’m going to—”

“I hope you didn’t leave without me!” Yui called, making her way down the stairs. Her boots clomped loudly on each step as she half-staggered her way down the narrow stairs, swaying this way and that. “I just had a couple things I needed to throw in a bag…!”

Yui froze at the bottom of the stairs, seeing the looks on Caleb and Eira’s faces for the first time. “Am I interrupting something?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“No,” Caleb said.

“Yes,” Eira said at the exact same moment.

Both elf and human stared at each other. Yui crossed her arms beneath her breasts, giving Eira a mock-pissed look. Then both women tossed their heads back and laughed. Soon they were hugging, then Yui was throwing her arms around Caleb’s shoulders and making out with him a little bit.

As Yui kissed him, Caleb felt the metal of her braces bump up against his thighs. The sensation wasn’t totally unpleasant, but it was taking some getting used to for sure.

Yui was nowhere near as long or as lewd with her kiss as the elf woman was. Like Caleb, she was too excited to stay on this side of the portal any longer than necessary.

“I’m ready,” she said, breaking the kiss. “God damn, I hope this place does the same thing to me that the Item World did. I can’t wait to take this RoboCop shit off my legs…”

Ironically, Yui would have killed for that ‘RoboCop’ shit just a week or two ago. When Yui first came to Wolfe’s Hollow to visit Caleb, she’d been in a wheelchair. An injury when she was a teenager—a drunk driver who’d t-boned them on the highway while Caleb was driving them back from a ‘date’—had left her paralyzed from the waist down, reliant on wheels and disability-friendly vehicles to get around. It had changed her life, to be sure, but she’d still found happiness. She dated, went to college, and enjoyed her life. But there were still things she thought she’d never be able to do.

That was, until she set foot in an Item World. The moment she entered the borders of a magical realm, Yui’s injuries were healed. According to Eira—who knew about these things—Yui had Fae blood somewhere in her family tree, which had turned the tragedy of her teenage years into an inspiring triumph. It happened just in time, too—being able to walk had allowed Yui to ambush the bounty hunter Belleteyn, tossing her from a high platform in the Item World when she’d been about to deal a fatal blow to Caleb.

Eira had warned Yui not to expect her healing to persist in the real world. Just as she’d said, the moment Yui stepped back through the portal into his grandfather’s house on Earth, her legs gave out beneath her and stopped working. She’d cried, of course, but she’d taken it pretty well all the same. They hoped—all of them hoped—that reentering the Wyrdworld would give Yui back her full range of motion once more.

In the meantime, things were still better for her than ever. Completing the Item World Caleb had created out of Yui’s wheelchair had upgraded it, transforming the sleek steel chair into a set of magically enchanted leg braces. It had taken Yui a little while to get the hang of them, but they responded to mental commands, allowing her to lift her legs and achieve something very much like an ordinary walking pace. She had no feeling below her waist, of course, which made controlling the contraption difficult. But at least she could get around in the short-term.

Her legs still looked amazing. She wore a pair of skintight leggings that hugged her ass and thighs, so sleek and scrumptious that Caleb wanted to put her ankles on his shoulders and go to town.

But they had work to do today. Damn Eira for getting him all keyed up and turned on with her harem chat.

Eira planted a little kiss on Yui’s cheek. “You get everything you need?”

Yui beamed, her cheeks a little flushed from the effort of getting herself downstairs. She still wasn’t one hundred percent fluid when it came to using her new braces. Hopefully soon, she wouldn’t have to be.

“Yep!” she said.

“And you’re ready?” Caleb asked. “Both of you?”

Both women smiled. Caleb felt his heart warming in his chest at the sight of the two women who’d become such an integral part of his life. This whole harem thing had only been his reality for a few days, yet it already felt like he was unable to live any other way. Or maybe just unwilling.

Either way, he felt incredibly lucky to have these two beauties by his side as he embarked on his new adventure into the Wyrdworld.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Yui said, swallowing hard. She gave the portal a sideways glance, nibbling her bottom lip. “Let’s see if this place works its magic on me the way it did before…”

Eira’s hand went to the other woman’s lower back. “It will,” she whispered, leaning in close. “You’ll see, Yui. You’ve got this.”

With that, the trio moved closer to the glowing portal on the basement wall. The air around it crackled faintly, like a bag of popcorn on the verge of bursting open in the microwave, and the edges of the door were shrouded in a strange, ethereal mist. It smelled like ozone, too, almost like there was a big thunderstorm brewing in the distance. Caleb could feel the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. What the hell was he getting into?

Too late to back down now, he thought with a smirk. He had business to take care of in the Wyrdworld. He had a debt to pay off, a harem to secure, and a world to explore. Besides, there was no way he would ever abandon Eira or Yui. Not after everything they’d been through together.

He stepped forward, the staff in his hand. The silver dog’s head on the top flashed as he rapped it against the side of the door, three times very quickly.

The mists parted. The door opened the rest of the way, clearing the entrance into the Wyrdworld.

Caleb’s heart beat faster as he got a good look at the world on the other side of the door. A cobblestone road stretched into the distance, winding up and down gentle hills covered in fine, downy grass. It was night, and a massive orange crescent moon hung low in the sky like something from a horror movie.

“It’s beautiful,” Caleb whispered. Beautiful and dangerous, just like his girlfriends.

Eira stepped forward first, her lithe form passing through the portal with grace. She shot Caleb a little wink as she slipped through the door, her body shimmering as she touched the point of no return between Earth and the Wyrdworld. There was a moment where the elf looked as though she were standing behind a churning, frothing waterfall—then she was on the other side, making her way down the lane. She waved.

Yui hesitated at the threshold. “Here goes nothing,” she whispered, clutching his hand tight. “Promise me something, Caleb?”

Hmm? What could she possibly want to talk about that she couldn’t have said in front of Eira?

The elf woman waved from her position in the Wyrdworld, then made a ‘come here’ gesture with both hands. Her form was still shimmering, as Caleb and Yui were watching her from above the surface of a still, dark pool. The effect was disorienting, and Caleb found himself wishing they were on their way.

“I couldn’t bring it up in front of her,” Yui whispered. “But Caleb—I’m scared.”

He glanced at Yui sideways. “Don’t worry,” he said, reassuring her. “I’ll protect you.”

“I know you will,” she said, giving him a weary smile. “That’s not what I’m afraid of.”

Oh. Oh.

Caleb’s gaze flickered to Yui’s legs. The braces hugged her tightly, connected to the muscles of her legs like a second skin. Part of the reason she had worn such snug leggings was to make sure nothing got in the way of the bracers’ operation.

He wished he hadn’t looked. Yui blanched.

“I should be happy,” she whispered. “I got to walk again. I got to… to make love to you the way I really wanted to. For one night, you and I were in bed together, and I wasn’t disabled. I was just… normal.”

“Don’t talk like that,” Caleb said. He meant it. “There’s nothing wrong with who you are, Yui. I love you.”

She nodded. “I’m bracing myself so hard for this not to work,” she said, eyeing the portal with a mixture of fear and desire. “I told myself I wouldn’t cry, even if I still need the bracers in the Wyrdworld. But Caleb?”

“Yes?”

“If I can’t walk when I’m in there, I’m going to be a mess.” The color drained from Yui’s face. “And I don’t know how Eira’s going to take it. So just promise me you’ll be there for me, no matter what happens. Okay?”

That was a promise that took no effort for him to make. Everything about it was already true.

“I promise,” he agreed, giving Yui a little swat on the booty. He’d forgotten that she couldn’t feel it—she’d enjoyed it so much during their threesome in the Item World. There was a moment of awkwardness, then he recovered smoothly. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I love you, and Eira loves you. Even if you had to go back in a wheelchair, nothing would change that.”

Yui knew that, deep down. But it still felt good for her to hear Caleb say it.

“Alright, shit,” she said, rocking back and forth to psyche herself up. “Let’s do this! Let’s go explore the new world, Caleb!”

Hand in hand, he and Yui raced through the portal into the Wyrdworld.

Their new adventure had just begun.


Chapter 2

The transition into the Wyrdworld was more disorienting than Caleb had expected.

One moment, he was in the basement of the home he’d inherited from his grandfather. In the next, he found himself stepping onto a cobblestone path surrounded on both sides by a thick carpet of green grass. A wolf howled somewhere in the distance, and a wrought iron fence stood at the top of a nearby hill, protecting what looked like a graveyard.

Even the air felt different. The weather was distinctly autumnal, in marked contrast to the warm spring climate in the mountains. A chilly wind blew through the hills that made him wish he’d brought a jacket.

Eira waited for him a few steps away, a grin on her face and her arms spread wide. “Welcome to the Wyrdworld,” the elf said. “I can’t wait to show you around.”

Caleb put his hands on his hips, looking around with a sense of wonder. “If this place looked any more like Halloween, I’d expect to see trick or treaters coming up the road,” he said with a chuckle.

“Yeah,” Eira agreed. “Isn’t it great?”

Before Caleb could answer, Yui stepped through the shimmering portal. He wasn’t sure how she’d ended up making the transition a few moments after him, since they’d stepped through the portal at the same time. He suspected the answer was technical, and didn’t interest him nearly as much as the condition of the woman he loved.

“Yui, are you alright?” Caleb tried his best to keep his tone neutral, to keep the longing out of his voice.

Eira was better at it than him. “Twists the stomach, doesn’t it?” she asked, rubbing her taut tummy. “If you need to throw up, I completely understand. Happens a lot with first timers…”

Yui didn’t look like she was in any danger of throwing up. Her eyes barely saw the fantastic, macabre vista around them—her gaze was directed within, examining the condition of her own body. The braces around her legs gleamed in the moonlight, glinting from the crescent moon’s orange glow.

She took a step. Then another.

By the time she made a third, both Caleb and Eira were grinning. Yui didn’t need to say anything at all—they could already see the change in her. Back on Earth, the steps she made using her magical braces were halting and off-kilter, like someone trying to control a robot with a faulty circuit breaker.

In here, the steps Yui took were as natural as anything.

Her face lit up with joy. She reached down and unstrapped her bracers, grinning the whole while, and tucked them under her arm as she walked the rest of the way to where Caleb and Eira stood. Tears streamed down her face, and she looked almost completely overcome with emotion.

“It worked,” she said, embracing Caleb. She was indeed a sobbing mess. “I can walk!”

He hugged her back, unable to keep himself from laughing with joy. “That’s fucking incredible, Yui. I’m so happy for you.”

“Me too,” Eira said. She was right there with Caleb, running her slender fingers up and down between Yui’s shoulder blades. “I told you you had nothing to worry about, gorgeous. This is the Wyrdworld welcoming you with open arms.”

“If that’s the case, then I fucking love the Wyrdworld.” Yui buried her face in Caleb’s chest, sobbing until she recovered. She wiped her nose and straightened up, still beaming like a thousand Christmas mornings.

“Well now.” Eira crossed her arms between her breasts, a playfully teasing look spreading across her face. “Now that we know you can walk, I expect you to keep up with us. No slowing us down, princess.”

Yui hadn’t forgotten the outfit she’d worn at the Renaissance Faire, and neither had Eira. Back when she was his wing woman at college frat parties, Yui had loved to joke about how she was a ‘pillow princess.’ The use of self-deprecating humor was disarming, and helped dissolve the awkwardness some college students had around her wheelchair.

Now Yui was a princess for real.

“You got it,” she said, giving the elf a thumb’s up. “I don’t plan on holding anyone back.” She gave a little start. “Though I just realized I’m the only one in the group without a proper weapon. What do I do if we get attacked?”

“If worse comes to worse, you could always beat the shit out of them with your bracers,” Eira laughed, wiggling her eyebrows. “Those things are as heavy as a horse. You managing them okay, Caleb?”

He had one of the bracers in his pack. The other didn’t want to fit, and he wasn’t quite sure what to do with it.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said. In the end, he used a carabiner to hook the second mass of metal to his backpack. It would be a little heavy, but he could handle it. “Just getting us ready for the road.”

“Where are we headed?” Yui asked. “I didn’t even dare to ask before. It felt too much like I was jinxing everything, especially with…” her gaze traveled to her legs. “—you know! But that’s not something I’m worried about anymore!”

Eira let out a very un-roguelike giggle. “We’ve got to settle my debt before we do anything else. Until I pay what I owe to Omega, I’m technically a wanted fugitive.”

“A fugitive?”

“Only technically,” she assured Yui. “Trust me, I know everybody in the Wyrdworld. There’s not a witch or a werewolf in all of Hades who’d snitch on Eira Greenwreath. Not with the number of favors people in low places owe me.”

Caleb had heard most of this before. Eira owed a large debt to a group she called a ‘Sovereign’—what Caleb had come to understand as a kind of fantasy world Mafia. The one with its hooks in her was called Omega, and she apparently was in debt to them up to her eyeballs.

Which was why Omega had hired her to break into Gene Holdstock’s home in the middle of the night and steal his Crafter’s staff, the vorlesen, from his grandson. Caleb. Of course things hadn’t ended up going that way, and Caleb would forever be grateful for the night he woke up with Eira’s knife against his neck.

He’d have a much more boring life if she’d never entered it. Most notably, one where he and Yui were still just best friends, instead of being lovers.

“Is that where we’re going?” he asked. “Hades?” The name brought to mind images of a lake of fire, the smell of brimstone. “It’s not the real Hades, is it? Full of the souls of the damned?”

Eira snorted. “Of course not. Hades is my hometown—specifically, South Hades. Omega has their base there. If we walk through the front door without making a fuss, and without running afoul of any mercenaries or bounty hunters like our old pal Belleteyn along the way, we should be able to negotiate something with Lady Lachrymosa. Assuming she’s in a good mood, and she sees the value of having a Crafter in her corner.”

“Lady who?” Caleb asked.

“You know,” Yui said, cutting him off, “you never did explain to us how you got into debt in the first place, Eira. How did you end up owing these Omega people so much money?”

The question clearly caught Eira off-guard. She swallowed hard. “It’s a long story.”

“We have a long walk ahead of us,” Caleb said, shouldering his pack. The added weight of Yui’s bracers was sure to cause him some extra strain, but a good story could take his mind off of it. “Plenty of time to listen, Eira, if you want to tell it.”

“Alright,” she said, gesturing at the path ahead with her chin. “Let’s walk and talk then. Try to keep up, alright princess?”

Yui stuck out her tongue. “You have no idea. I’ve been in a wheelchair so long I’m going to make the most of every step. You’ll be lucky if you don’t have to pick up the pace to keep up with me!”

Eira grinned like that was a good challenge. “So the first thing you need to know about South Hades is that there’s three families in charge of the whole place,” she explained, leading the way. “The Greenwreaths, of course, is my family. There’s also two others: the Blackveils and the Moonwraiths. Every one of them has been allied with the others at some point in their history, and they’ve all been at war with each other at least once, too. Since time immemorial…”

As Eira began weaving her tale, Caleb and Yui followed her. The chilly weather caused Yui to snuggle up closer to Caleb, her fingers entwined through his as they made their way down the winding cobblestone path. It led them up hills and across rivers, streaking through dense forests and dark hillside thickets as they traveled. Both of them just had to trust that Eira knew the way.

“Right now, they all hate each other,” the elf was saying. “Particularly the Blackveils. Don’t get me wrong, I couldn’t go drinking in a Moonwraith establishment without getting into some kind of altercation, but at least I’d be safe just walking through their territory. Blackveils, though? It would be on, on sight.”

“So you have a big family,” Yui said, trying to find the silver lining in Eira’s violent explanation. “Are the Greenwreaths all elves? I’d assume so, because of the name.”

Eira shook her head. “Elves run the Greenwreaths, yeah. But it’s not an actual blood family. And before you say anything, it’s not like that TV show Caleb told me about.” She pointed a finger back at her man. “We’re not a mafia or whatever. And we don’t eat gabagool, whatever the hell that is.”

Caleb chuckled. “Eira tried to explain it to me before. From the way she described it, I got the impression it’s mostly neighborhood based. Like if NextDoor made you join a street gang when you registered.”

“Wow,” Yui whispered. “That sounds like hell!”

“It’s not,” Eira said, turning around with a grin. “It’s Hades.”

“I see,” Yui said. She clearly didn’t understand, but was willing to let Eira’s explanation stand. “If the Greenwreaths are your neighborhood, or whatever, does that mean they ALL are in debt, too?”

Eira shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. I was stupid—I got in way over my head. I thought I was hot shit. I told myself I was going to run South Hades, that I was going to bring everybody from my old neighborhood out of poverty and take them with me to the top. But I failed. And now Caleb’s going to have to bail me out.”

She paused for a moment, looking ahead. Caleb could tell she was thinking about what she’d been through. He put a hand on her shoulder, giving her a gentle squeeze. He wanted to comfort her, but he also didn’t want to interrupt her story.

“I’m not bailing you out,” he said. “You’re my girl. That means something. You and Yui are more than wives to me, as far as I’m concerned. Which means your debts are my debts.”

“Mine, too,” Yui said without hesitation.

A look of shock showed on Eira’s face. “That still blows my mind,” she said, shaking her head. “There’s not many people in Hades who’d stick out their necks for someone else.”

“Well, maybe that’s something that needs changing,” Yui said firmly. She grinned at Caleb. “I know just the guy to clean up the place.”

“First things first,” he said. “We pay the debt and get Eira’s freedom. Clear a few Item Worlds to make money, then set up shop as Crafters.” As he thought it over, something occurred to him. “Eira. You never told me exactly how much money you owe these Omega people.”

The elf blanched, the color draining from her face. “Oh. Well, it’s a lot.”

“Clearly. But it also can’t be that much. I mean, you said bringing my grandfather’s staff to Omega would clear the debt.”

Eira’s lips formed a tight little line. “Yeah,” she said, suddenly very interested in the space between her feet. “Funny, that...”

Caleb sighed. “Eira.”

The elf made a face. “Three million,” she said, spitting the number out like it gave her physical pain to speak it aloud.

Caleb suddenly felt as if a tennis ball had lodged in his throat. “Three million dollars!?” he gasped.

“Technically,” she said with an awkward grin, “the currency of the Wyrdworld is known as Dark Dollars. Most people just call ‘em deedees for short. I have no idea what the exchange rate would be between Wyrdworld currency and what you’ve got back home. Shit, first you’d have to find somebody willing to transfer the funds—”

Caleb tried to calm himself down. “That’s still a lot of money,” he said, trying to picture it all. “A lot a lot.”

Eira nodded sheepishly. “I know. It’s a big problem. Believe me, I’ve had bill collectors coming out of unmentionable places for Pointed God only knows how long.”

Yui whistled through her teeth. “Damn, girl. You really did get yourself in trouble. How did you rack up that much with these people?”

Once again, Eira was suddenly very interested in the space between her feet. “You wouldn’t believe me,” she whispered.

Caleb sucked his teeth. Three million dollars? Or Dark Dollars, dee-dees, whatever the people of this realm wanted to call them. Eira really owed all that? He was far from the first guy to take a shine to a pretty girl only to realize she had financial troubles she needed solving, but three million? That was one hell of a tall order!

Though it made him think. If Eira really believed bringing his grandfather’s staff to Omega would clear her debt, did that mean his Crafter tool was worth a cool three million!? If just the tools of his trade could command such a high price, how much would his services be worth?

Caleb might be about to get very rich, indeed.

Meanwhile, Yui was simultaneously reassuring Eira while desperately trying to get the full, sordid story out of her.

“We’re not going to judge you,” she said, putting her arm around Eira. “There’s lots of reasons why people get bogged down with debt. I’m sure you had a good reason for ending up that deep in the hole with these Omega people…”

Eira glanced up at Yui. “Eh,” she whispered.

Yui’s face fell. “You weren’t borrowing money to pay for some street urchin’s life-saving operation? “You didn’t need it to keep a wicked magistrate from taking a wrecking ball to an orphanage?”

The elf made a face. “No,” she admitted with a sigh. “It’s mostly student loans.”

“Student…?” Of all the things Caleb had expected Eira to say, this possibility might have ranked all the way near the very bottom of the pack. “Shit, how!?”

“Hey, wizard school isn’t cheap!” Eira said, suddenly on the defensive. “You think it’s like in the movies, where some owl shows up at your house one morning to deliver your invitation? That’s not how it happens in the Wyrdworld, baby! You have to pay!”

Caleb and Yui shared a look.

“She’s not the first person to take on way too much student debt,” Yui deadpanned.

“Maybe,” Caleb said. He was still trying to make the math work. “But three million!?”

“Four years of wizarding college,” Eira explained. “Along with post-grad work—because of course I graduated in the middle of a magical recession. By the time I got my certifications and was ready to start hanging out a shingle, the job market was flooded. Literally flooded. Monsoon magic was extremely popular that year.”

“Yes,” Caleb said, still not getting it. “But three million?”

Eira sighed. “That’s what happens when you consolidate your debt with a Sovereign,” she said gravely. “I got hauled off into their collection’s office one day, and brought face to face with Lady Lachrymosa. Believe me, the shock you’re feeling right now? That’s nothing compared to what I felt when Lachrymosa tallied up all my interests and fees and came up with that three million figure. I felt like I was drowning; like I might as well have tied a rock around my neck and wandered off into the Styx. Come Sail Away indeed!”

“That’s insane,” Yui said, shaking her head. “That’s cruel, Eira. I can’t believe they wouldn’t work with you!”

“Oh, they did,” the elf said, chuckling darkly. “Lady Lachrymosa, she asked me: ‘you want to pay this debt slow, or you want to pay it fast?’ Of course I told her fast—what schmuck wants to spend more time indebted to one of the Sovereigns? Which is when she gave me my assignments. Three of them. ‘Do these for me,’ that oversized bitch told me, ‘and your debt is clear’.” Eira shook her head. “Turns out I’m better at thieving than I ever was at wizarding.”

“Three jobs?” Caleb asked.

Eira smiled weakly. “First two went off without a hitch,” she said, her eyes taking on a faraway cast. “I was just starting to think that maybe I was hot shit again—that I was going to pay the debt off and get away clean. Maybe Omega would even hire me after, keep me around as one of their Shadow Claws.” She chuckled and shook her head. “My last job was to sneak into the human world and steal an incredibly rare vorlesen from the grandson of one of the Wyrdworld’s most famous crafters. A college kid who had no idea what he had. Sound familiar?”

It did.

“Me,” Caleb said.

Eira nodded. “The rest was history.”

He walked for a while in silence, his two girlfriends by his side. Honestly, it was a lot to digest. He had to think things over—make a plan on dealing with all this. Three million was so much more than he’d expected.

Clearly Eira was bothered by the silence. She was even more touchy-feely than usual, like she needed the physical contact to be reminded that her man and her fellow harem girl didn’t hate her.

“Look, I know it sounds like a lot,” she finally said, sliding her hand around Caleb’s waist. “But I promise, it’s not as bad as you think. We just need to clear some Item Worlds—complete a few contracts, refine some rare items, and sell any loot we find in the process. It won’t take long to chip away at the debt. I swear!”

Caleb was silent for a moment. “I was thinking,” he mused.

“About what?” Eira asked quickly.

“There’s this guy in my world,” he said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Dave Ramsey. You heard of him?”

Eira shook her head. “Is he a wizard?”

“Kind of—in a financial sense.” Caleb rubbed his chin with his thumb. “He’s all about people saving money and getting out of debt. I was thinking: if this whole Crafting thing doesn’t work out, I could always take his books, file the serial numbers off and add some fantasy words to them to make them sound all flowery, and sell them to the citizens of Hades. It sounds like you people are even worse about falling for obvious financial swindles than people back on Earth.”

Eira snorted at that. “I’m sure you could do some good,” she said, patting her thighs. “The problem is, most of the people you’d be selling to are just like me—flat fucking broke.”

“Caleb’s just joking,” Yui said. She looked him up and down. “You are joking, right?”

Caleb shrugged. Honestly, he wasn’t sure. It was a question to answer later, at least. He filed it away in the back of his mind with the other half-formed ideas percolating in the back of his brain.

“Who knows?” he said. “Everyone could use a little help with their finances. Are you two coming, or not?”

It was a signal for them all to get moving. They had a long while to go before they could stop for the night, and a whole new world to explore.

“Of course we are!” Eira piped up. “Don’t worry, it’s not too far to Hades! I’ll have you two there before you know it. You’re going to love it!”

Together, the trio made their way down the cobblestone path, taking their first steps into a new world.


Chapter 3

Caleb and his party walked for what felt like hours.

Eventually, the landscape began to change. They left the forest behind and entered a rocky area, with tall, jagged mountains looming in the distance. The path grew narrow here, with stubby stone bridges crossing gaps in the ground, and Caleb had to help Yui over some of the more dangerous looking parts.

Finally, they reached a clearing. In the center lay a massive tree, easily sixty feet high and covered in lush green leaves. The trunk was wider than any building Caleb had ever seen.

“Wow,” he whispered, looking up and up. The tree stretched for what felt like forever, the tops of its branches competing with the clouds. It was the apotheosis of trees; if there’d been a battle royale across all the forests of the Wyrdworld, this specimen would have undoubtedly come out of it as the winner. “What is this thing?”

“This,” Eira said with an expression of excitement, “is how we get to Hades. Come on, I’ll show you.”

The elf picked up the pace as they made their way across the clearing. As his vision cleared, Caleb realized that the entirety of the massive tree was not one smooth expanse of bark. Someone—probably several someones, to be honest—had carved a massive arch into the side of the tree. Any tree on Earth would have died from such treatment, but the Wyrdworld tree appeared to be flourishing despite the injury.

As Caleb watched, a bat-like creature emerged from the arch to streak across the sky.

Yui let out a yelp. “Fuck!” she cried, clinging to Caleb’s shoulder. “What is that thing?”

Eira chuckled. “Just a Wyrdworld resident going about his or her day. Honestly, you two need to stop being freaked out by every little thing. It’s not good for your blood pressure, you know?”

Caleb was still staring at that massive door in the tree, wide enough for two cars to drive through it side by side. In fact, didn’t it look as if the cobblestone path split into two right in front of the entranceway? It made him wonder.

As they approached the door, more creatures emerged from the depths within. All of them flew, taking off in this direction or that, and a few birds streaked from the shadows with bags in their beaks. “Familiars,” Eira explained, pointing at one.

If those things were some witches familiar, did that mean the creatures with bat wings were actually vampires? Caleb knew the Wyrdworld was home to all sorts of fantasy creatures, but bloodsuckers made him more than a little uneasy.

“This tree is one of the main entrance and exit points for Hades,” Eira explained as they stepped into the great arbor’s shadow. “It’s sort of like that door in your grandfather’s basement, except obviously way bigger. That’s because your granddad’s portal only needed to handle him, along with maybe a friend or two like Yui here. This one is used by hundreds of Wyrdworld residents a day—maybe thousands.”

Yui couldn’t help but look amused. “So this is the entrance to Hades,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she pursed her lips in the elf’s direction.

“Yeah,” Eira said. “Southern entrance, specifically. Like I said, South Hades is my hometown.”

Yui crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “So are you telling me this is the highway to hell?”

Eira made a face. “Ha ha,” she said, turning from Yui to Caleb. “Is she always like this?”

“Only if you’re lucky,” he said, still staring up at the mighty tree. Yui was thinking about AC/DC, but his own thoughts about the tree were trending in an entirely different direction. He couldn’t stop thinking about Yggdrasil, the great World-Tree of Norse myth. The mighty yew that the god Odin crucified himself on in order to gain arcane wisdom and power.

Was that what he was looking at? Eira told him that most of humanity’s myths came from encounters with the residents of the Wyrdworld: elves, fairies, shapeshifters, and the like. Did that mean that Yggdrasil came from the Wyrdworld, too? Had some Viking peasant from thousands of years ago slipped into the Wyrdworld by mistake and seen this massive tree?

Or was this truly the legend brought to life?

His thoughts were scattered as a woman riding a broom shot from the door in the tree trunk. She must have been going at least sixty miles an hour—her features were a blur as she streaked across the rocky ground. Caleb had to dart out of the way, while Yui and Eira had enough time to hit the deck and avoid her entirely.

The witch shouted something rude back at him, making a fist as she rose into the sky.

“We shouldn’t hang out here all day,” Eira informed him. “It’s a little bit too much like playing in traffic. You know?”

Caleb didn’t know. But he could imagine.

The shadows lengthened as the party made their way beneath the boughs of the tree. The big crescent moon was split into fractals by the leaves, its light reaching them only feebly through the thick carpet of branches. It had been night before, but at least Caleb could see clearly. Now it was difficult to tell which direction they were going.

“Just keep walking forward,” Eira helpfully chimed in once Caleb asked for advice. “You’ll get there eventually. Trust me, I’ve had to stagger home drunk a time or two from a couple of Blackveil’s peace mixers, and as long as you’re not thinking about things too deeply, you’ll always wind up where you need to go—”

A light went on inside the tree. At the same moment, a figure stepped out of the shadows.

“Halt!” a female voice cried. “State your business in Hades!”

Caleb froze in his tracks. Next to him, Yui did the same.

Only Eira appeared unsurprised by the sudden intrusion. She looked, in fact, like she’d been praying for this not to happen—and that all her chatting earlier was an act to try not to think about it.

“Shit!” the elf grunted, passing a hand over her face. “Act natural!”

Eira’s fingers traveled from her chin to her forehead, wiping away her elven features. When she was done, she was fully glamored—transformed back to the ethereally beautiful human being she’d pretended to be back when she and Caleb were first getting to know each other. Doing so made her blonde and gave her the looks of a gorgeous college cheerleader, though her high cheekbones and angular chin still gave her a touch of an elfin look.

A woman stood in the middle of the road leading into the tree. The light she’d summoned hung above her head in a glowing orange ball, floating up and down slightly like a bubble of illumination. She was dressed in a rather severe looking black uniform, like a member of military police. Her hair was short, black, and cropped, and the pair of glasses she wore were thick and as dark as her outfit.

But it was the creature she had on a chain that caught Caleb’s attention and held it. Sitting next to the woman was a gigantic, three-headed dog, with a triple set of slavering jaws and three tails thumping the ground.

Caleb was startled. Both at the sight of the three-headed dog, and from the realization that each of the creature’s heads looked exactly like the silver dog’s head on his grandfather’s staff.

“We’re lost!” Eira called out in a terrified voice. “We walked through this door and now nothing makes sense! Please, someone help us!”

She’s doing a decent impression of a ditzy human being, Caleb thought. Maybe she’d be able to con the woman in the tree after all.

The woman cocked her head to the side. In the light shining over her head, Caleb caught sight of a nametag pinned just above her ample bust. The word Kerr was written on it, along with an employee ID number.

For a moment, Caleb thought she was going to go along with Eira’s deception. Then Kerr made an irritated expression and took a step forward.

“Oh, don’t try it,” she said, snapping her fingers in Eira’s face. “You could at least put some effort into your glamor, Greenleaf, if you’re going to try the old ‘wayward human’ trick.”

Eira staggered back. As she did, the magical aura over her face dissolved, returning her to her ordinary elf features.

“Damn it,” she snarled, wiping her face like she’d accidentally poured shampoo into her eyes. “You know how hard I work on those?”

Kerr sighed. “What are you doing here, Greenwreath?” she asked, putting a hand on her hip. “You know you’re not welcome in South Hades until you pay your debt to Lady Lachrymosa and Omega. Shit, I think I’ve got a warrant for your arrest…”

Eira opened her mouth to argue. Doubtless it would have been something clever and persuasive, and it might even have dispelled Caleb’s question about who Lady Lachrymosa was and what she had to do with both Omega and Eira’s debt.

Unfortunately, the three-headed dog at the security guard’s beck and call chose that moment to slip the leash.

Only one of its three heads had been collared, which in retrospect was probably a mistake. The other two heads leaned over and bit through the leather with a quick, almost businesslike motion, and the creature sprang forward almost as quickly as the witch on her broomstick. Eira flinched, and Yui did too, but it wasn’t either of them the creature was after.

It was Caleb.

Kerr lunged for the dog, but she was a moment too late. Before she could make a grab at the collar, it slipped the leash entirely, throwing itself into Caleb and knocking him to the ground. The beast was massive, nearly the size of a refrigerator, and all three of its heads were in motion at the same time, lowering themselves to his face.

Licking him.

Caleb couldn’t help it. He started laughing.

Eira was the first to recover. She scrambled to her feet, brushing off her outfit and yelling at the guard. “What the fuck, Kerr!?” the elf snapped, her eyes wide with shock. “You can’t even control your goddamned dog!?”

The security woman stammered something, but Caleb didn’t hear it. He managed to sit up and look around. It took him a moment to realize that the three-headed dog was now lying on its back, all three of its tongues lolling as it gazed up with him in adoration.

“Who’s a good boy?” Caleb asked, adopting the tone when speaking to an animal that human beings have mimicked since time immemorial. “You are, yes you are!” He rubbed the creature’s belly, watching in amazement as it barked and howled with bliss.

It’s just a big dog, he thought. Ha!

“Cerberus, stop!” Kerr cried, throwing herself into the fray. “He shouldn’t be doing this,” she explained to the group. “He’s a guard dog—he’s meant to keep people out, not welcome them in! Greenwreath, did you do some kind of spell?”

Eira shook her head.

A hand landed on Caleb’s shoulder. He glanced up to see Yui, who was looking at him with a combination of amusement and fear. Huh?

No, she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking past him, at the staff he’d dropped on the ground when the creature pounced. The silver dog’s head on the top glowed with a faint light. Caleb wouldn’t have been able to see it under normal conditions, but in the dim light of the tunnel he could watch it pulsing like a tiny heartbeat.

Oh crap.

Cerberus was a guard dog. The only reason this massive creature could be acting like a puppy who’d gotten into a bowl of sugar could be if it was under the influence of something. Under Caleb’s influence.

What kind of powers did he have that he wasn’t even consciously aware of?

Eventually, Kerr was able to get the collar back on Cerberus’s central head. The woman looked flustered, like the last thing in the world she’d expected was to have the fierce canine she brought with her on the job transform into a puppy before her eyes. Caleb was smart enough to hide his staff, tucking it against his side and digging the silver dog’s head into his underarm to keep her from seeing the glow.

“I ought to take you into custody, Greenwreath,” Kerr was saying. She was still looking at the three-headed dog like she didn’t trust it. “You’re in debt up to your tits with Omega. Lady Lachrymosa will have my guts for garters if she finds out I saw you and let you pass.”

Eira was already shaking her head. “That’s exactly why I’m here,” she explained, gesturing at Yui and Caleb. “These are my friends, Kerr. They’re going to help me settle my debt with Lady L and get my life back on track.”

Kerr’s eyes narrowed as she looked from the elf to Caleb and Yui. “You brought two humans with you to the Wyrdworld,” the security guard said with a sigh. “And you think that’s going to improve your standing with Omega? Eira, I know you’re cracked, but even a Greenwreath must know a crackpot scheme like this isn’t going to work—”

Caleb rose to his feet. “It’s not a scheme.”

Kerr looked taken aback. She didn’t have a particularly positive opinion of Caleb after he somehow disabled her dog, which meant she wasn’t likely to take him seriously. Her mistake.

“Listen, kid,” the security guard said scornfully. “I know you probably managed to avoid pissing your pants when my dog jumped on top of you, but that doesn’t give you any special privileges in the Wyrdworld—”

“No,” Caleb said. “But this does.”

And he pulled the staff out from its hiding place.

If it had been glowing, he would have immediately replaced it, trusting in the momentary glimpse to let Kerr know who he was without letting her see the shine. But it had stopped glowing—perhaps whatever magic it had done to subdue Cerberus was already complete.

For a moment Kerr stared at it, the beginning of some cutting remark on her tongue, then it clicked for her what she was looking at.

“That’s a vorlesen,” the security guard spat, amazed. “You’re a Crafter?”

Caleb nodded. He couldn’t lie—the sudden change in the security guard’s demeanor pleased him. Down here in the Wyrdworld, he wasn’t just some guy. He was someone with authority.

“I am,” he said.

Kerr shook her head in amazement. “We haven’t had a proper Crafter in Hades for months,” she said, giving Eira a look like she was impressed despite herself. “Not since Senator Holdstock left, then died. Terrible business, that.”

Senator Holdstock? Caleb swallowed hard. That was news to him.

“I’m Gene Holdstock’s grandson,” Caleb explained. “His heir. I’m a Crafter, just like him, and I’m here to pick up where he left off. Eira has been telling me all about my grandfather and the Wyrdworld.”

A little tremor passed through Kerr’s body. It took Caleb several moments to figure out where he’d seen the look on her face before—it seemed familiar, though he sensed it wasn’t something he’d seen in person, just in photographs. Then it clicked.

Caleb had watched a documentary a few weeks ago about the Beatles, and the Beatlemania phenomenon. There’d been lots of archival photographs in the documentary, showing crowds of adoring female fans attacking barricades and trying to climb fences in order to get closer to the Fab Four.

The look on Kerr’s face was the same look those women and girls had worn. Like she was looking at a celebrity—an ultra celebrity.

What had he just gotten himself into?

“Of course you can go in,” Kerr said in a tiny voice. She stepped to the side, the darkness yawning behind her as Caleb got a look at the rest of the pathway leading into the tree. It dropped into the ground, leading God only knew where.

“Thanks,” Eira said, a smug smile spreading across her face.

That smile brought Kerr back to earth. “I don’t know how you did this, Greenwreath, but you might just be onto something. Listen, you’re going to need some advice though. The situation in Hades is… a little dicey right now.”

Oh? Caleb remembered what Eira had told him about the three clans in South Hades. He couldn’t quite recall which of the other two groups were the ancestral enemies of the Greenwreaths, but he knew that Eira wouldn’t be on terribly great terms with either of them in any case.

“Sure,” Eira said. “Dicey how?”

Kerr nodded. “Everyone’s at peace right now.” Next to her, her dog let out a little whine and rolled back over, its eyes looking pleadingly at Caleb. “Signed a treaty last week. Lady Lachrymosa was one of the so-called ‘diplomats’ who made it happen.” The woman’s face let Caleb know what she thought of that.

Eira snickered. “That won’t last long. Who’s trying to take advantage?”

“No one knows,” Kerr said with a shrug. “Everyone figures it’s the prelude to some takeover or another, but you know how the families are. Rumors as thick as flies in the streets of Hades.” She turned to Caleb, looking him up and down. “Not that your new boy is going to help that in the slightest.”

“I’m not interested in politics,” he said. “I just want to start Crafting.”

Kerr looked poleaxed. “You,” she said, unable to keep from laughing, “aren’t interested in politics? Oh boy, are you ever in for it!”

“Enough,” Eira said, cutting the security guard off before she could say any more. “You want to warn me that there’s an outbreak of peace in Hades? Is that it?”

Kerr’s eyes narrowed. “The three families in South Hades aren’t at each other’s throats for the first time in years,” she said flatly. “Which means they’re all looking for something to do. Like tracking down a renegade elf girl with a price on her head…”

“If I were you, I’d head straight for Omega,” Kerr continued. “Once it becomes public knowledge that Eira Greenwreath is in town, there’s going to be bounty hunters on every street corner. That vorlesen of yours might keep them back, Holdstock. But it might not. You understand?”

Caleb understood. Or at least he thought he did.

“Thanks for the tip,” Eira said. “And these rumors about me being back in town—none of them would come from you, right, Kerr?”

“Who, me!?” The security guard looked honestly shocked that Eira would accuse her. “I’m no snitch! It wouldn’t come from me, Greenwreath.”

“Good.” That was Yui, who put her arm around Eira’s shoulder like the two of them were comrades in arms. “See that it doesn’t.” Then her mean mugging collapsed, and she smiled like the friendly college student she was. “And thanks for the help!”

“You’re welcome,” Kerr said, giving Yui a withering glance.

That should have been it, but Caleb had another question. The mention of bounty hunters had just made him think of one he’d had dealings with in the past—Belleteyn D’Amore, the woman who’d stalked him through the Renaissance Faire. The last time he had seen her, she’d been in the company of a horde of rampaging Malkini, but there was no telling what the woman had gotten up to in time since they’d last crossed swords.

“There’s one bounty hunter in particular we’re worried about,” Caleb told Kerr. “We’ve run into her once already, and she’s raring for a rematch.”

He gave the security guard a description of Belleteyn.

By the time he got finished describing the woman, Kerr was laughing. “Her? Oh yeah, I saw her,” she said, sharing a knowing look with Eira. “I had no idea she was a bounty hunter, though. When I saw her, she was in the middle of a rampaging group of those crazy catgirls who’ve been cropping up all over the Wyrdworld. Looks like they had her pretty deep in their clutches, too.”

Eira relaxed. Caleb didn’t.

“So they took her into the city, then?” he asked, giving the security guard a sharp look. “Into Hades?”

Kerr stared at Caleb, not comprehending. “Well, yeah,” she admitted with a shrug. “But she didn’t look like she was in a position to be harassing anybody. More like she was looking at getting her own ass messed with. She was pretty hot…”

Yui looked at Caleb. “That means Belleteyn’s in the city.”

Caleb nodded. “We’ll need to watch out for her.”

“Like I said, I wouldn’t worry about it too much.” The security guard had already gone back to petting her dog, who she seemed strangely upset by. She didn’t expect the thing to like me so much, Caleb realized. She can’t figure out why, either. Which means this isn’t just something any Crafter can do. It’s about me specifically.

He filed that into the back of his mind as he, Eira and Yui bid the strange security guard their farewells. He was a little worried to be traveling through the darkness—especially with how quickly those bats and that witch had been moving when they’d come out of the tunnel—but Eira insisted there was nothing to worry about. They were on the road leading into Hades, so any other travelers would come up behind them. Be they winged or flying on some household implement, the elf assured him she’d see them coming.

“I sure hope so,” Caleb said noncommittally.

The road led deep beneath the earth, traveling through the center of the World Tree as the trio descended to Hades.


Chapter 4

As it turned out, Caleb, Yui, and Eira didn’t need to travel the tunnel on foot for long. Shortly after they left Kerr, her guard post, and her aggressively friendly dog behind, they heard a rumble in the tunnel behind them. Just as Eira had promised, any traffic they saw along the road to Hades would be coming in the same direction as them—which meant they’d have plenty of time to get out of the way.

The roaring behind them, however, was a massive truck, a tractor trailer rig. Painted on the side was a rune Caleb almost thought he recognized. For a second he had to wrack his brain, then he realized where he’d seen it before.

Fraternities and sororities. It was the Greek letter ‘Omega’, which meant the vehicle belonged to the same people Eira owed all that money to.

Eira grabbed Caleb and Yui by the hands and pulled them off to the side of the road. She was currently glamored in her human form, so while she seemed a little nervous, no one from her past ought to have recognized her. The truck pulled closer, its headlights illuminating the stone contours of the tunnel.

“It’s one of theirs,” Eira explained. “Maybe if we’re quiet, nothing will happen…”

Something happened. The truck rumbled to a stop, pulling up on the side of the road. There was a small lane for emergencies next to the wall of the tunnel, and the driver of the truck had just decided to use it.

“Get ready,” Eira whispered. “This could be bad.”

Caleb gripped his staff tight as the driver’s side door opened and the driver stepped out. He was a hulking figure, a massive brute with a bull’s head, cloven hooves, and a ring through his nose. His chest was a solid slab of muscle, with the buttons undone to show off an expanse of hairy, bovine skin. He wore a trucker’s hat and overalls, which only added to the strangeness of his appearance.

He approached, sniffing the air, then grinned when he saw the three of them. “Well now,” the minotaur grunted, beaming at Eira and Yui. “What have we here?”

Eira stepped forward. “Just a trio of travelers in need of a ride,” she said, striking as innocent a picture as she could. “Can you take us into the city?”

“Ugh,” the minotaur said, glancing at his wristwatch. “I’m running behind. A detour will cost you.”

“How much?” Eira asked.

The beast eyed her up and down. “Depends. What are you offering?”

Caleb stepped forward, his eyes blazing. “She’s with me.”

“Oh, all right then,” the minotaur said with a shrug. “No need to get yourself all twisted up. Usually payment is made in flesh, but I’ll take cold hard cash. Give me twenty Dark Dollars and I’ll let you crash in the back. Mind you’ll have to keep out of the way of all the shit I keep back there, but it ought to be comfortable enough.”

It was almost too much to ask for. There was just one problem.

Caleb was flat fucking broke.

“I can pay you once I get into Hades,” he explained, looking the bull man in the eyes. “I don’t have any money on me right now, but I will soon.”

Rolfe gave him a look that was both withering and sympathetic.

“Uh huh,” he said flatly. “And how are you gonna get that, human? Withdraw it from the bank?” He waved a hoof in Caleb’s face before he could even think of an answer.

“Pointed God!” Eira cried, her voice filled with scorn. “Can’t you see that you’re about to piss off a Crafter!?”

Rolfe did a double take. His beady, bovine eyes focused on Caleb’s vorlesen for a second time. This time they didn’t leave. Slowly, the creature’s jaw dropped.

“A fucking Crafter,” the beast man grunted.

Caleb decided to take a chance. Eira had been sent to his world by Omega to steal his vorlesen, which meant that the higher ups in the organization both knew who he was and knew of his connection to Eira Greenwreath. But he’d have bet a sizable sum of money—more than the minotaur trucker asked for, in fact—that they didn’t tell runners like this guy anything.

“My name is Caleb Holdstock,” Caleb said, lifting the staff. “Gene Holdstock was my grandfather. Senator Holdstock.”

The gambit worked. The words brought no flash of recognition in Eira’s direction, or even a second look at the elven woman. Instead, the minotaur looked shocked—and horrified.

“Fuck me!” Rolfe said, peering in closer to look at Caleb. “You really are him, aren’t you? You’re the spitting image of Uncle Gene back when he was a young guy!”

Uncle Gene? Did the people in the Wyrdworld have pet names for his grandfather, too, like the residents of Wolfe’s Hollow?

“That’s right,” Eira agreed. Like Caleb, she too understood the risk they’d just taken—and saw that it had paid off in spades. “Now do you understand who you’re talking to?”

Rolfe’s hat came off so quickly that Caleb thought the minotaur was going to throw it at him. But he was just pressing it to his chest. His head lay slightly bowed in a gesture of contrition, though it wasn’t really an apology. Probably the most the minotaur could muster.

“I had no idea.” He made as if to spit on the ground again, then thought better of it and controlled himself. “There’s not enough space in the front for all three of you, Crafter, but you could ride in the passenger seat with me while your women lay in the back.”

Caleb shook his head. “We’ll all ride in the back, thanks. And I will pay you back. Once I arrive at my destination and clear up a few things, I’ll make getting you your Dark Dollars a top priority.”

Rolfe looked sorry to have even suggested it. “It’s really not a problem. Besides, we’re not supposed to take tips on the job. Please, climb in.”

They did. The back of the truck was filled with metallic barrels. From the faint smell coming off of a few of them, Caleb figured they were full of some kind of Wyrdworld beer. They moved around and rattled a bit, but there was still plenty of room to maneuver. The back of the truck had no ceiling, so Caleb took up a spot near the cab. Eira sat across from him, grinning like she couldn’t believe all this had worked, while Yui curled up against his shoulder.

The minotaur looked like he was going to apologize again, then shut his mouth and gunned the engine. In no time at all, they were racing down the highway, headed toward Hades.

Yui held onto Caleb tightly, squealing with every bump in the road. Eira just grinned and giggled, winking shamelessly at him as if his performance with the minotaur had turned her on in a major way.

“Caleb, I can’t believe you managed to convince a minotaur to give us a ride!” Yui whispered in Caleb’s ear.

The wind blew pretty hard in the tunnel, which meant they had to raise their voices. The minotaur had shut the door of the cab.

Yui kissed Caleb’s neck and cheek as the truck turned a long curve leading down into the darkness. She guided his hand beneath her leggings. What he found there was warm and wet and so ready for his fingers that he gasped.

Yui moaned into the wind, her eyes fluttering. “I keep thinking about Kerr, and what if she’d insisted that you add her to the group in exchange for letting us through the tunnel? Or if she’d just wanted a quick fuck in exchange for passage.”

“Damn,” Eira said, her eyes widening slightly. “You’re practically feral, girl.”

The bucking of Yui’s hips was testament to that. “Unh haah,” she said, biting down on her hand to keep from crying out too loudly. “I just keep picturing you with other women, lots of them. Women who aren’t even human. Who can do things to you that I can’t—who can make you feel like such a fucking king.”

She grabbed his wrist and pumped her hips. His digits moved deep inside of her, striking that special spot that made her feel incredible. The walls of her womanhood gripped him like a finger trap, her lips holding onto his digits with such incredible friction that it was like she never wanted to let him go.

“Wow, Yui, what’s gotten into you?” Caleb asked.

“The Wyrdworld affects everyone differently,” Eira explained, licking her lips as Yui bucked and thrashed. “For a cute young thing like Yui to be in a whole new world, filled with magic, with her legs working again for the first time… I mean, I’m not surprised she’s horny!”

Yui kissed Caleb’s neck and cheek, panting as the truck turned a long curve leading down into the darkness.

“Fuck, I’m gonna cum,” she whimpered, her whole body drawing as taut as a bowstring. “Caleb, baby please don’t stop…!”

He didn’t stop. He kept on thrusting into her, stabbing his fingers in deep and swirling his thumb around her sensitive nub until she shattered like a plate glass window. She arched her back and howled into the wind, shrieking Caleb’s name as she came. The walls of her sex boiled over, clenching around his digits hard as she rode out the throes of her orgasm.

“Fuck!” Eira panted, watching eagerly. “You sure know how to make a girl jealous…”

As Yui came back down from her peak, she guided Caleb’s fingers from her panties to her eager lips. He could only watch in amazement as she sucked her own juices from her fingers, slurping all over his digits as she tasted herself.

By the time she was done, her eyes were shining with lust. “That’s not all I want to suck,” she panted, her head sinking down into Caleb’s lap.

“We should be there soon,” Eira said as Yui kissed Caleb’s rod through his pants.

Yui undid Caleb’s zipper with her teeth, roaring with whorish delight as she freed him from his boxers and eagerly took him into her mouth.

“You two should have just enough time to have a little fun before we’re in Hades proper,” the elf continued.

Caleb moaned and rocked back in his makeshift seat. Yui was hungry for him, and it was like her orgasm had loosed some inner degree of sluttiness she had always been too reserved to express until now. The way her warm, wet mouth wrapped around him made him moan and thrust against the back of her throat, the truck humming beneath them both.

Her head bobbed up and down like a cork on his manhood, sucking and slurping with even more eagerness than she’d used devouring her own juices on his fingers. It didn’t take long for his balls to start tingling and the familiar rising action of an oncoming climax to course through him. The world blurred as he thrust against her throat, gritting his teeth.

“Yeah, take it all,” Eira said, nibbling her bottom lip as she watched Yui go. “See how big and thick he’s getting in your throat, Yui? He’s about to cum. Get ready to drink it all…!”

Yui didn’t need Eira to tell her that. She swirled her tongue around his shaft, hitting what felt like every sensitive spot on his manhood at once. Caleb let out a whoop of triumph as he hit the peak, his rod erupting like a geyser against the back of Yui’s throat.

She kept right on sucking. She slurped and swallowed his load as he pumped it into his mouth, moaning around his shaft like she was the one getting off, not him.

When he was finally done, Yui cleaned him off and sat back up. “That was for bringing me here,” she said, zipping him up.

Then she leaned over and kissed Eira, his load still dripping from her mouth.

The sight of the two making out with Caleb’s seed dribbling from their lips nearly made him go in for a second round.

Soon, the truck left the tunnel and the light streamed in. Caleb got his first good look at the city of South Hades, Eira’s hometown.

It was love at first sight.

The streets were bustling. Monsters and creatures of all kinds mingled together, doing their business and trading amongst themselves. Some looked like ordinary men and women, except for the horns or the wings. Others had clearly been created from the depths of some nightmare, though they looked as friendly and ordinary as they could be otherwise.

The gender gap in the Wyrdworld must have been huge—for every male fantasy creature or demon Caleb spied, he saw nearly a dozen of the female variety.

Eira grinned. “Welcome to Hades. The real sin city. You gonna enjoy your stay?”

The truck descended the slope, merging onto the main highway leading to the city. A massive stone ceiling stretched over their heads, so large and wide that Caleb soon forgot about it entirely, his mind content to mix it up with the sky.

The buildings were tall and gothic. It reminded Caleb of something out of a fantasy movie, though the modern touches on everything were a bit off-putting. Hades was vaguely circular, with a massive river of lava cutting the city into two distinct halves. As he looked, he noticed a crackling forcefield over the top of the river.

“Wizard edict,” Eira explained when she saw him looking. “Keeps the errant demons and malkini from falling in.”

It was a strange mix of old-fashioned and new. There were cars on the road, though not as many as Caleb would have expected, and the architecture was a curious mix of modern and ancient. The central region of Hades—what he already thought of as the business district—had skyscrapers mixed with medieval-style castles, and even a few structures that looked like they’d been lifted directly out of Victorian England. The whole place was a weird mish-mash of styles and eras, and it gave him a bit of whiplash.

“How does any of this work?” he wondered aloud.

“What do you mean?” Eira asked, frowning.

“Like... how does the Wyrdworld even function? Do you guys have electricity and stuff? How does it get to the Wyrdworld in the first place? Does the Wyrdworld have the internet?”

Eira chuckled. “We have our own version of the internet, but it’s not exactly like Earth’s. For the most part, we’re self-contained, but we do get visitors from time to time. And we’ve got a pretty good trade system going, too. There are a lot of different species in the Wyrdworld, and they all have their own culture and way of doing things.”

Caleb couldn’t wait to learn more about it all.

The truck drove through the city streets, honking to get a pedestrian to move. All sorts of creatures roamed the avenues, and Caleb found himself staring in wonder at them. They were all shapes and sizes, and some of them looked distinctly more human than others.

He saw some figures he recognized at the next corner. A group of small, furry creatures with long tails and pointy ears waited for the light to change, some of whom were carrying shopping bags.

“Malkini!” Caleb said, pointing over the side of the truck. “Look!”

“Oh, don’t do that,” Eira said, her brows furrowing together. “The average Wyrdworld dweller doesn’t have a very high opinion of catgirls. They’re too dumb to participate in civic life.”

Caleb couldn’t see why. All the malkini he saw wore revealing outfits, with short skirts, low-cut tops, and high heels. More than a few of them carried shopping bags and cell phones.

“They seem to have a pretty good grasp on capitalism,” Caleb joked. “What do they do, shop all day?”

“Oh, those are probably for their owners,” Eira said with a yawn. “Most malkini don’t run around the Wyrdworld on their own. They attach themselves to people with their aura of adorability and snag themselves a handler.”

“I like their style,” Yui said. “I wouldn’t mind walking around dressed up like one of those catgirls.”

“I’m noticing there are a lot more women on the streets than men,” Caleb said.

Eira’s eyes glowed. “Oh, that’s because of the malkini as well!. It’s part of why they’re considered such a plague on the Wyrdworld, especially Hades. Soooo many guys holed up in their apartments with a dozen catgirls, just living the life… We’ll have to keep you on a short leash,” she said, watching the streets. “Ah, it feels good to be home!”

The glass window separating the back of the truck from the cab slid open. “Hey,” the minotaur said, keeping one eye on the trio in his truck and the other on the road. “Sorry about earlier, Crafter. No hard feelings?”

“Water under the bridge,” he assured the bull man.

“Cool,” Rolfe said with a grunt. “So where am I dropping you three off, then?”

Caleb thought it over. Where would be the best place in town for the minotaur to let them off his truck?

There were so many options. So many fun places Caleb wanted to explore. The possibilities seemed endless.

But the more he thought about it, the more he realized there was really only one option. He remembered Kerr’s warning at the base of the World Tree—as soon as it became public knowledge that Eira Greenwreath was back in town, they were going to have some serious problems with bounty hunters and fortune seekers on their tail. So it was best to deal with that issue quickly.

“You can drop us off right at your headquarters,” Caleb said. “I have some business to take care of with your employer.”

Rolfe grunted. “Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me,” he said, returning his attention to the road. “There’s just one thing I don’t get, Crafter.”

When the minotaur didn’t appear to be answering, Caleb prompted him. “What’s that?”

Rolfe shrugged. “What someone like you was doing walking by the roadside to begin with. Were you just trying to trap some asshole like me?”

Caleb shook his head. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say I’m new in town. And I’m looking to establish myself.”

Step one of that would be to introduce himself to Eira’s creditors. Hopefully they’d see what Caleb could offer them, and they’d be willing to extend some generous terms to get his girlfriend out of trouble.


Chapter 5

Caleb stared up at the imposing headquarters of the Omega Sovereign.

The building had been impressive enough from a distance, viewed as part of Hades’ skyline. Up close, it was even more impressive than Mount Rushmore had been when Caleb was a kid. Like most of the buildings in this section of Hades, the structure was a mixture of modern brutalist stylings and Gothic flair. He could imagine Batman swinging between the gargoyles when he looked up at it, a superhero on his way out for a night of beating up muggers and fighting crime.

Caleb thought the most impressive feature of the building was the way the Greek letter logo near the top of the structure appeared to be floating in mid-air. He spent no small amount of time staring at it, trying to figure out how they performed the illusion, before the obvious answer slapped him in the face.

It wasn’t an illusion. Magic held the logo in place.

Eira waved at Rolfe’s truck as he drove around the corner, leaving them behind. His destination, as he’d let them know, were some warehouses a few blocks away where Omega warehoused certain items they liked to stockpile in their inventory. From the cagey way the minotaur explained it, Caleb guessed that it was probably about commodities manipulation. He expected the stock of whatever beer company had been in the back of that truck to go up very, very soon.

“He didn’t turn out to be such a bad guy after all,” Eira said. “We’ll be lucky if we get off half as easy with Lady L.” She swallowed hard.

As Caleb stared up at that impressive, Gothic edifice, his mind turned to thoughts of the future. If he played his cards right here, dealing with Omega would only be the beginning of his life as a Crafter in the Wyrdworld. Now more than ever, he realized the true scope of his grandfather’s inheritance—and he understood how the old man could have been so rich and powerful in the ‘real world’ while devoting so little time to it in his twilight years. It simply couldn’t compare to all this.

Caleb looked down at the two women who’d walked with him on every step of this journey. Eira and Yui were just as impressed by Omega’s headquarters as he was, even though the elf had stepped through its doors plenty of times in the past.

“Come on, Eira,” he said, gesturing at the door. “We’ve got an appointment to cross off our list.”

The Omega Sovereign had one of those massive revolving doors, like a bank or a fancy hotel. Caleb stepped inside and pushed, only to discover that Yui had followed him inside without paying the slightest bit of attention. They were forced to press up against each other as the revolving door turned, which brought no small amount of giggles out of her.

“Sorry!” Yui said as they both stepped into the lobby. “I just wasn’t thinking! This place is so crazy…!”

“That’s not a problem at all,” Caleb assured her. “It was nice being close to you. Earlier, too.”

Yui blushed at the memory. “Yeah,” she said, suddenly unable to meet his eye. “I swear I’m not normally like that. It’s just… I don’t know! This place is doing something to me!”

“Don’t worry about it,” Caleb said, giving her a little kiss. “It’s doing the same thing to me, too.”

Just then, Eira emerged from the revolving door. She gave the pair a smirk when she realized that Yui had just followed Caleb in through the same section of the entrance, then lifted her gaze and looked around the lobby.

“Boy, I didn’t expect to be back here so soon,” the elf said, whistling through her teeth. “I was hoping to bring a few fat stacks of cash back with me when I finally walked through these doors, too.”

Caleb understood. This certainly looked like the sort of place you’d need a sizable amount of money to feel at home in. The lobby didn’t hint at opulence so much as screamed it; from the marble floors to the statuary lining the walls, the headquarters of Omega looked far too rich for his paygrade. Were those real diamonds in the crystal chandelier suspended from the ceiling?

Yui whistled through her teeth as she took the place in. “It’s impressive,” she admitted. “But remember, Eira, it’s just a building. It’s supposed to intimidate you.”

The elf snickered. “Yeah. It’s working.”

“Someone spent a lot of money here to give the impression that they’re rich and untouchable.” Caleb’s gaze traveled to his staff, lingering for a moment on the silver dog’s head affixed to the top. Only a madman could suspect that head of being capable of thought, but he had noticed several times in his recent past where it seemed that the staff head was warning him about something. Giving him a head’s up, just before danger comes knocking.

If you’re going to warn me away from this place, Caleb thought, nodding almost imperceptibly at the dog, now would be the time.

The dog remained passive. The rubies in its eyes did not even gleam.

A large, U-shaped reception desk dominated the center of the building’s lobby. Sitting in its center reading a magazine was a woman with pale green skin. Her long nails turned the pages as Caleb and his party approached, while her gaze remained on her magazine for a beat longer than necessary.

It was only when Caleb got within arm’s reach of the woman that he realized she had snakes for hair.

The snakes moved slowly but were anything but idle—as he stared at them, he saw them gently coiling and hissing. One of them lay across the secretary’s collarbone, its soft pink tongue sticking out at one of the pages as the woman turned it. As he watched, the secretary gave that snake a withering look, then turned the page back the way it was so it could read a little more.

The woman finally looked up. “Good morning,” she said, cracking her neck. “Do you have an appointment?”

Caleb was still trying to get over the whole ‘snake hair’ thing. He steeled his resolve, telling himself that he’d been through a whole hell of a lot worse than chatting up a secretary who had reptiles on her head instead of long, lustrous hair. But snakes, man. Snakes set his teeth on edge.

The secretary noticed Caleb’s hesitation and frowned. “Something wrong?”

“My friend is new here,” Eira explained. “One second.”

The elf turned and elbowed Caleb in the ribs.

“Be cool, man,” she hissed. Her stage whisper was quiet, but still loud enough for the secretary to hear. The woman rolled her eyes.

Caleb could have been imagining it, but he swore some of the snakes rolled their eyes, too.

Yui didn’t seem nearly as bothered as Caleb. She deliberately averted her eyes from the mass of serpents atop the secretary’s head, and the look on her face made him think she was trying to dissociate from the situation as best as she could. Under the circumstances, he didn’t blame her.

“We don’t have an appointment,” he said, shaking his head. With an effort, he managed to push down his fear. Screw it, he told himself. So she’s got snakes for hair. That’s not the worst thing in the world.

He could get with the program. A native Wyrdworlder wouldn’t be bothered, and so neither would he.

The secretary glanced at him over the rim of her glasses. One of the snakes did the same. Caleb had no idea how it was possible, but somehow, the look on the snake’s face was far more judgmental than the secretary’s.

“No appointment?” she asked. “In that case, I’ll have to ask you to come back when you do have one…”

Caleb cleared his throat. “Your boss is going to want to speak to me,” he said, lifting up his vorlesen for her to see. “I’m here to see Lady Lachrymosa.”

Caleb was not prepared for what happened next. The secretary turned, leaning in close to peer at his staff. As she did, her snakes all did the same thing. Several of them hissed in recognition at the dog’s head atop his vorlesen, which prompted the secretary to take an even closer look.

Finally it hit her. Her jaw dropped. “You’re…”

“Caleb Holdstock.” He was starting to get a little tired of playing the fame card so often, but it truly did seem to be the easiest way to get what he wanted. “My grandfather was Gene Holdstock. I believe he had regular business meetings with Omega?”

It was a guess, but from the look on the secretary’s face, he’d definitely hit a bulls-eye.

“That’s right,” she admitted.

“I’d like to continue those meetings,” Caleb said.

He might have expected someone like the secretary to fall all over herself to make him feel welcome, especially after giving him the cold shoulder immediately after meeting him. But the snake-haired woman wasn’t swayed that easily, to his surprise. Instead of the warm smile he expected, her eyes narrowed.

“I’ll page my superiors,” she said, making no mention of Lady Lachrymosa by name. “I expect they’ll allow you to go up, Mr. Holdstock. Your, ah, entourage will have to stay down here with me, however.”

“Your ‘superior’ probably wants to speak to my entourage even more than she wants to speak to me.” He turned to Eira and gave her a knowing look. “You really don’t recognize her?”

The secretary peered at Eira over her glasses. Several of the snakes did the same thing. In that moment, Eira dropped her glamor. Just as before, a handful of the serpents appeared to have the realization of Eira’s identity before the secretary herself did. Caleb wondered if they were somehow linked to her brain, or were actually completely separate entities from her head.

“Eira Greenwreath,” the secretary said, pronouncing it like it was the name of a particularly embarrassing skin condition. “You’ve got a lot of balls walking through these doors, girl!”

Eira grinned. Now’s the part where she gives her a piece of her mind, Caleb thought, but to his surprise, the elf played it cool. Perhaps her former experience had provided her with a newfound sense of humility.

“It’s not as if I had much choice,” Eira said, a sly smile playing about her lips. “The last time I spoke with the woman upstairs, she made things very clear. Bring the Holdstock kid’s vorlesen with me back to the Wyrdworld. Back to Omega. And she made it quite clear that there’d be serious consequences if I failed to show up.”

The secretary stared at Eira flatly. “She told you to steal the staff,” she said, aghast. “Not the person!”

“Well…” Eira leaned in close, completely unfazed by the snakes. “Just between you and me, I kinda stole more than his vorlesen. I stole the human’s heart, and now he’s totally besotted with me. So just consider this whole thing a bonus, okay? I know Lady L will, once she hears the story I’ve got to tell. Believe me, it’s all very good news!”

The secretary pursed her lips, clearly unimpressed. “Give me a moment,” she said, waving all of them away from the desk with a gesture of curt dismissal. “I need to make a quick call.”

With that, the secretary picked up the phone. Caleb made to say something else, but she shushed him, gesturing at a spot a short distance away from the desk. With a shrug, he and his two companions walked over there as the secretary punched a button on the phone and waited.

“You think she’s going to let us go upstairs?” Yui asked, leaning in close to Eira. “She still looks pretty pissed off.”

“We’re in,” Eira said, still grinning. “Just give it a minute.”

The secretary straightened up in her chair as the line connected. She spoke to the person on the other end in a language Caleb couldn’t understand. It was something guttural, like the sound of rocks grinding against each other, and he was more than a little surprised her throat was capable of making noises like that. No wonder she wanted us to step aside, he thought.

After a short conversation, she hung up the phone.

“The Mistress is expecting you,” the secretary said with a note of resignation in her voice.

The Mistress, eh? The woman wasn’t admitting it was Lady Lachrymosa she was talking to—not yet, anyway—but she was definitely making it a little clearer. Some of the mask had slipped.

“Great,” Eira said, gesturing for Caleb and Yui to follow her. “I know the way. You don’t need to get up—”

“I didn’t mean all three of you.” A nasty smile spread across the secretary’s face. “She definitely wants to hear from you, Greenwreath—and she’s interested in talking with the Crafter. But the other one’s not authorized.”

Yui’s eyebrows rose to her hairline. “But…”

Caleb didn’t even have a chance to protest. In the blink of an eye, Eira was in the secretary’s face. The elf leaned over and slapped the surface of the desk, making the snake-haired woman flinch.

“What do you mean, the other one’s not authorized?” she growled.

Caleb felt a chill go down his spine. This was a side of Eira he’d never seen before. The elf could be one hell of a momma bear when her human friend was discriminated against.

“I don’t… make the rules…” the secretary stammered. “Greenwreath, don’t…”

“You think I have anything to lose right now?” Eira hissed. Only now did Caleb realize the true reason the secretary had gone so still. One of Eira’s long-handled knives was in her hand, black and gleaming. “These two humans mean the world to me. You understand? And you’re telling us we need to leave Yui down here—with you?”

“I never said that,” the secretary managed. Her eyes traveled to Caleb, every hint of dismissive behavior she’d shown previously now banished. “Please, get her off me!”

“Eira, settle down,” Caleb said. The last thing they needed was blood on their hands.

The elf grimaced, then reluctantly obeyed. Her knife left the hollow of the snake-haired woman’s throat, slipped back into her belt with a whisper-quick motion. She took a step backward, looking down at the woman with scorn. Even her snakes had gone flat, terrified.

“You’re lucky my man has a compassionate heart,” Eira said, shaking her head. “Lady L will hear about this, you understand me? Mark my words.”

Then she spat, and let the secretary drop back into her chair. She stared daggers at Eira, and the snakes surrounding her head did the same.

“Let’s go,” Eira said, gesturing for Caleb to follow her. Then she glanced over at Yui and nodded. “You too.”

Yui’s eyes went wide. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Her gaze strayed to the secretary in her chair, who still looked shell-shocked by the whole thing. “I mean, you heard what she just told us—”

“She’ll deal with it,” Eira said. Who she was, the elf didn’t have to say out loud. “I’m not worried.”

To tell the truth, Caleb wasn’t, either. He figured that once Lady Lachrymosa got the opportunity to hear what he had to say, she wouldn’t care very much one way or another about an ordinary human college student. The whole thing smacked of a power play—of asserting dominance by making part of Caleb’s party wait in the lobby instead of coming up right away.

Forget that, he thought. Would Gene Holdstock have complied with such a request?

Together, the three of them moved through a set of doors in the rear of the reception area. Eira seemed to know where to go, so Caleb and Yui followed.

“I really don’t want to get you two in trouble,” Yui said, looking worried. “Maybe I should just wait in the lobby?”

Eira laughed. “Yui, I’m in enough trouble as it is. ‘m not just going to leave you out there. Pointed God only knows what Lady L had planned to scare the piss out of you while Caleb and I were gone.”

Huh? She’d planned something? Suddenly things made a lot more sense.

“That’s why you threatened the secretary,” Caleb said. “She was in on the whole thing?”

“Of course,” Eira yawned. Now that the adrenaline of the conflict was leaving her, she seemed loose and tired. “It’s one of her favorite things to do to newbies. It wouldn’t have been a pleasant experience, Yui.”

What was a pleasant experience was the elevator ride up. It was spacious, an old-school private box with the atmosphere of a carriage. The whole interior was paneled in hardwood, and a plush seat with soft red cushions ran along the rear wall. Eira sat down, inviting Yui and Caleb to do the same.

“We’ve got one!” a little feminine voice cried. “Okay, brah, let’s haul!”

Suddenly the elevator lurched upward. It was jerky at first, then it smoothed out and began to ascend normally. Caleb looked around for the source of the voice, startled, but he couldn’t find it.

Then he peered through the glass panel in the elevator’s door and saw.

On each floor of the Omega building were malkini in tight black uniforms. They wore fingerless gloves, like they were all preparing to appear as backup dancers in some 1980’s music video, and were tugging the cables connected to the elevator. They sang to each other, pulling with the rhythm of the beat as the car rose to the proper floor.

Caleb’s mouth dropped.

Eira snickered at seeing his reaction. “I forget that you two don’t know how things work in the Wyrdworld. Pretty much everything that isn’t powered by magic is run by malkini. They’re the most cost-efficient method of running operations like these.”

“Cost-efficient?” Yui looked like she was trying to work it through. “Doesn’t that make people uncomfortable? I mean, it’s kind of like slave labor, right?”

Eira just shrugged. “It makes some people uncomfortable, sure. There’s even a group in the Celestial Senate who are lobbying for the ‘full rights, citizenship, and freedom’ of all malkini. But they’re a minority faction. The malkini make sure everything works smoothly and don’t ask for much in return. Other than men, of course.”

“Hence the gender imbalance in Hades,” Caleb muttered.

“Exactly!” Eira looked pleased he’d learned. “You could have a harem of malkini pretty easily if you wanted—they love being around humans, especially when they can ensnare them in their aura of adorability. That said, they’re really needy and they reproduce like bunnies, so most people who haven’t fallen under their spell just take a few under their wing for the purposes of manual labor.”

Caleb thought back to the group of catgirls that had abducted Belleteyn and shivered. They’d certainly placed the bounty hunter under their spell. Eira said the catgirls longed to ensnare men, but they’d obviously made an exception in Belleteyn’s case. What the hell were they doing with her?

He didn’t have much time to think about it. The elevator arrived at the top floor, grinding to a stop as the malkini tugging it up the shaft hooked the cables into some kind of clamping mechanism.

It was show time.

They stepped out of the elevator, with Eira leading the way. Caleb had expected this upper floor of the Omega building to be empty, but to his surprise he saw a number of malkini running around wearing the same tight black uniforms. They carried paperwork and looked busy, giving the whole place the sense of an area where important work was done.

“Here we go,” Eira said, rolling her shoulders with a bit of swagger. “You ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Caleb said.

As if someone had been listening to them the whole time, a booming voice roared: “Enter!”


Chapter 6

The voice froze Caleb and his party in their tracks. Even the malkini in the halls stopped what they were doing, looking around with the same stunned expression that Caleb wore. One of the catgirls nearest him almost dropped a stack of paper before smoothly recovering.

“Well?” the voice was quieter this time, which meant it was merely a dull roar rather than the sound of a bomb going off. “I’m waiting, Greenwreath!”

Eira swallowed hard. “Shit. She must already know about what I did downstairs. Come on, she’ll sic these catgirls on us if we don’t show up in the next thirty seconds.”

Caleb didn’t even want to know how Eira was so certain of that.

They made their way down the hall, ignoring the stares of the catgirls along the way. It seemed like all work for the day had been temporarily suspended; every malkini had forgotten whatever it was they were supposed to be doing in order to gawk at the trio. Caleb felt awkward to be the target of so many stares, but the sheer dread he felt at that booming voice from the end of the hall more than outweighed the first feeling.

The voice continued to call out periodically as they made their way down the hall. At times it sounded angry; then just as its irritation rolled over into fury, it would suddenly sound amused. As if this all were some game the speaker was playing, trying to get Caleb, Eira, and Yui riled up.

“You go first,” Eira said as they reached the door. “Maybe having you lead the charge will calm her down, once she knows what you’re capable of.”

Clutching his grandfather’s vorlesen tightly, Caleb stepped into the room.

He found himself inside of a stately, modern office. Bookshelves covered two of the walls, with a big glass window overlooking Hades from floor to ceiling on the opposite side. A massive mahogany desk dominated the center of the room, and sitting behind it was a woman every bit as dominating and powerful. The famed Lady Lachrymosa, the leader of the Omega Sovereign.

Holy shit, Caleb thought, looking up into her face. And up.

Even sitting down, Lady Lachrymosa was incredibly tall. Caleb had an above average height, and he doubted his head would have come up much higher than Lady L’s bust. Her skin was as pale as milk, her lips as red as blood, and her hair as dark as a moonless midnight. The latter lay piled atop her head in two cones like cat’s ears, or twin beehives, with two long braids hanging down from her shoulders like a frame for her prodigious cleavage.

Looking up at her, Caleb felt a confusing mixture of emotions. She intimidated him, yes—but she was also undeniably sexy. Part of him wanted to know what the rest of her looked like beneath that tight outfit, even if it looked like she could break him in half just for asking.

Lady Lachrymosa cocked one thick, flawless eyebrow at the sight of the human standing before her desk. “You are not Eira Greenwreath,” she said, a strange accent caressing each syllable of her words. When she spoke, Caleb caught a glimpse of fangs. A vampire? “I did not summon you, little human. Who the hell are you to be in my office?”

Caleb did the only thing he could think of on such short notice: he bowed.

The large woman appeared amused by this. “Well, you’re polite, at least,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “That’s more than I can say for most people around here!”

She leaned over and spit. No saliva left her lips; it was more of a warding gesture, the sort of thing old Eastern European grandmothers did when they felt someone was directing the ‘evil eye’ in their direction. Seeing it from Lady Lachrymosa, Caleb couldn’t help but wonder if such behavior had been indirectly inspired by the Wyrdworld, the same as so many human fairy tales.

“My name is Caleb Holdstock.” He was starting to get a little tired of repeating that to people, but it seemed to be the magic phrase that opened up doors wherever he went. “My grandfather was Gene Holdstock. You probably knew him.”

Caleb got the sense that it took a lot to stun Lady Lachrymosa. The vampire sitting behind the desk did not look stunned, per se, but he could tell it had been a while since she’d been that surprised by a visitor.

“You’re him,” she whispered in a deep bass rumble. “Come over here so I can have a look at you, human.”

Caleb stepped forward. As he did, Lady Lacrymosa rose from her desk. Holy cow, he thought, watching as the top of her fashionable hairdo nearly raked the top of the office. No wonder this place has such high ceilings…

Lady Lachrymosa’s penetrating gaze raked Caleb’s body. “Hmm,” the vampire said, pursing her blood red lips. Her eyes were a piercing violet, glowing faintly with their own illumination. It reminded him of the malkini and their aura of adorability, and suddenly he found himself thinking of all the vampire lore he’d heard about in TV shows and movies. She wouldn’t try to take over his mind, would she?

Finally Lady Lachrymosa seemed to be satisfied. “Yep, you’re him, alright,” she said, chuckling with glee as she settled back into her seat. “The genuine article. And with an upgraded vorlesen besides! Please, please sit, tiny human!”

Caleb wanted to protest that he wasn’t tiny. Lady Lachrymosa was just massive. But it would have been rude, and probably screwed up the relationship he was trying to build, so he kept his mouth shut and sat. The chair on the other side of her desk was human sized, at least, and plenty comfortable.

Lady L leaned forward on her elbows, licking her lips like a predator as she looked Caleb up and down. “From what my secretary told me, it was Eira Greenwreath who’d be stepping into my office today,” she said, rolling her syllables. “I sent that pointy-eared tart to rob you, but you must have gotten the better of her! Ha!” Her eyes shone. “Did you kill her fast, or slow?”

“Huh?” Caleb was taken aback. “I’m not that kind of guy. I don’t kill people if I can help it.”

Lady Lachrymosa looked vaguely disappointed. “More’s the pity. Hopefully you had fun with her, at least. You must have gotten the truth of the Wyrdworld out of her, if you managed to make your way all the way to Hades…”

The door creaked open. From the look on Lady Lachrymosa’s face, Eira had just entered the office.

“You!” The vampire’s face filled with fury. One massive finger pointed over Caleb’s shoulder, a black-tipped nail pointing in the elf’s direction. “You owe me a great deal of money, you thieving bint! How dare you show your face here until you’ve made good on your promises!”

Eira weathered Lady Lachrymosa’s fury with an awkward smile. “Nice to see you too, L. I know I haven’t brought you the money, but I’ve brought you something almost as good!”

Yui entered behind Eira. The human woman looked even more starstruck than Caleb had by the size of the impressive, sexy vampire.

“What?” Lady L demanded, shooting daggers with her eyes. “A human? Don’t make me laugh, Greenwreath! If I wanted to drain a human, I could have one delivered in ten minutes to my office, wrapped up in a fucking bow! I could get a dozen humans on credit just by snapping my littlest finger…”

Yui shrank down as small as she was able. Clearly she wished she’d never entered the room.

“Um, I’m not talking about her,” Eira managed to blurt. “I’m talking about him.”

Lady Lachrymosa’s mouth snapped shut. Her eyes traveled from Eira to Caleb, then back again. She worked the elf’s words over, practically chewing them with her fangs.

“You mean to tell me you brought me this Crafter,” she said flatly. “That I have you to thank for making the acquaintance of the grandson and heir of Gene Holdstock.”

“And you’ve met him before anyone else,” Eira said, sliding across the room and taking the seat next to Caleb’s. She practically leapt into it, showing off her limber moves. “We’re literally fresh off the boat, Lachyrmosa. Nobody in Hades knows we’re here yet. Just you!”

“Yes yes, I see that,” Lady L grunted. “That… I suppose that is well done, Greenwreath. And you’ve brought me a gift, I see. The human will suffice for a quick snack while I speak with you—”

“No!” Caleb thundered.

The look on Lady Lachrymosa’s face was a thing to behold. No goddess rendered in stone had ever looked so fierce, or in command of such depths of hidden power.

“No?” the vampire asked mildly. Never had a single word been filled with such a threat.

“She’s my… she’s a member of my harem,” Caleb said. His words came out sure and even as he picked up steam, for he wouldn’t let Lady Lachrymosa think him weak. “I won her fair and square, just like I did to your operative Eira Greenwreath. I don’t share with other people, and I damn sure wouldn’t let one of my girls get bit and drained by some bloodsucker.”

Eira gasped next to him. So did Yui.

Caleb stared at the vampire, trying to get a read on her. Her face remained stubbornly impassive, as if she literally hadn’t heard his explanation. Yet the slight tensing of her hands on the top of the desk told him she was in command of tremendous power. He had little doubt that if Lady L wanted it, she could spring across the table and snap his neck like a twig.

Had he overplayed his hand?

After a moment, though, Lady Lachrymosa began to giggle.

The hair rose on the back of Caleb’s neck. At first the vampire’s sounds of mirth were barely audible, then they grew and grew. Laughter bubbled from the back of her throat, a wild and raucous sound like a flock of ravens shaped into human speech.

The vampire slapped her hand onto the table. She hit it so hard that the solid wood rattled, and Caleb realized why she’d had her servants lug such a heavy piece of furniture to the top of the building.

“You…” Lady Lachrymosa wiped her eyes, “have formed a harem… with Eira Greenwreath!?”

Caleb glanced over at Eira. All the color had drained from the elf’s face.

“Yes,” he said simply. What was wrong with that?

Lady Lachrymosa tossed her head back, roaring with laughter. The sound shook the walls, so unfeigned and genuine that it sounded almost human. If it weren’t for the circumstances, Caleb might have been tempted to laugh along with her.

But he sensed the joke was on him.

Gradually, Lady Lachrymosa got a hold of herself. “A harem with Eira Greenwreath,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “And some random human barely fit for an afternoon snack! Ah, can Gene Holdstock’s heir be so naive...!?”

“If you’re talking about the debt Eira owes you,” Caleb said, his voice going stern, “then I fully intend to pay that. I know she owes you a sizeable amount of money—”

Suddenly Lady Lachrymosa was gone.

She disappeared in the blink of an eye. One moment she was sitting beside her desk, the picture of an amused woman in control, and the next she was just behind him. Caleb could feel her, even though he couldn’t see her, a presence that filled him with both excitement and fear.

Lady Lachrymosa was a beautiful woman, no doubt about that. But her beauty was totally unlike Eira’s or Yui’s. Where the elf and the college student were soft, feminine, and agreeable, Lady Lachrymosa was hard and cold. She was a predator, with a body made to stalk and kill her prey.

Yet something about that intrigued Caleb, even as he grimaced at the touch of her nails on his neck.

“You wish to pay a debt?” The vampire’s tone was as lewd as pornography and as cold as ice at the same time. “You wish to pay all of the debt, Crafter? To settle the matter once and for all, quickly and easily?”

Caleb got the distinct impression he wasn’t going to like this.

“What are you offering?” he asked mildly.

Lady Lachrymosa said against his throat. He could tell she was smelling his pulse. His throbbed like a scared rabbit, like a deer in flight, and he knew her deep chortle was from the lust she felt for the blood flowing through him.

“Submit,” she said, sounding like a cat who’d finally backed a mouse into a corner. “Submit and surrender yourself to me, manling. Body and blood. Your flesh for my fangs.”

As she spoke, Caleb felt those fangs press ever so gently against the skin of his neck.

“Do this,” Lady Lachrymosa whispered, “and I will consider all debts between us forgiven.”

Caleb could feel Yui and Eira going as stiff as boards next to him. Neither of them knew what to do. The anger that had carried Eira into drawing a knife on the secretary downstairs couldn’t be tapped into here—not with Lady Lachrymosa towering over them both. They’d be slain if they messed with her: quickly, and brutally.

“What is your answer?” The vampire’s voice was almost soothing.

Caleb thought about it.

“And you’ll be part of the harem?” he asked.

Lady Lachrymosa went silent. Then, slowly, the fangs at his throat withdrew.

“You really are Gene Holdstock’s heir,” the vampire said, sounding impressed. “I must say—you have the old dog’s nerve.”

“Thank you,” Caleb managed. The mention of a dog made him look at his grandfather’s vorlesen, where the rubies in the silver dog’s head sparkled gently as if the pup were silently laughing.

“Were you to become my vassal, you would be serving me,” the vampire informed him with an amused air. “I would let you keep your little cadre of female companions, if you truly wished it, however.” Her hand caressed his thigh with more than a little dominance. “But only if you’re a good boy.”

Caleb’s heart beat like a kettle drum in his chest. For a moment, the thought of joining Lady Lachrymosa tempted him—but what sort of man would he be if he fell to the vampire’s power? Certainly not the kind of man who deserved to be a Crafter, one who could travel between worlds.

Lady Lachrymosa sensed his hesitation. A look of disappointment spread across her features as she realized what his likely response was going to be. Rather than take it on the chin, the vampire quickly shot back across the room, standing behind her desk in the blink of an eye. It was as if she’d never lifted a finger in the first place.

“You think about my offer,” she said, returning to her seat. “Perhaps you’ll understand that it’s a much better deal once you realize the extent to which you and your ‘harem’ are in the shit.” By the time she finished this statement, the confident smile was back on Lady Lachrymosa’s face. “Would you like to begin, Crafter?”

Caleb leaned back in his seat. “I already know,” he said, making his own gesture of dismissal. Best to be just as irrationally confident as Lady Lachrymosa, he figured. That seemed to be the sort of posture that won her respect. “Three million Dark Dollars. Eira owes you a small fortune.”

He expected Lady L to crow over it. But the look that spread across the vampire’s face was something else entirely.

“Oh no. Oh my deary dear no. Is that truly what the elf told you?”

Caleb looked over at Eira, but she appeared just as confused by the vampire’s words as he was.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

Lady Lachrymosa’s smile widened. It wasn’t a nice smile—he could only imagine how many billions of prey animals had stared down a similar grin in their last moments of life.

“You think you are laying beneath a pile of shit,” the vampire said with excitement. “When in fact, you have been buried six feet deep beneath the ground, and I and all of my compatriots have been doing a big, messy shit on your grave!”

The mental image made Caleb recoil in disgust. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, shaking his head. “But I think you’d better speak plainly with me now, Lady Lachrymosa. Otherwise, we’re never going to get to the bottom of this.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” the vampire said. “Charity!”

For a long moment, Caleb, Eira, and Yui were confused. Why was the vampiress suddenly talking about charity? Caleb even dared hope she might be about to forgive a portion of Eira’s debt.

The door rattled gently as a new vampire entered. This woman was shorter than Lady Lachrymosa, and blonde. She wore the same tight, dark uniform that he’d seen on all the malkini running Lady L’s errands, which told him that this vampire also worked for Lachrymosa.

“This is Charity,” Lady Lachrymosa said, making a gesture in the newcomer’s direction. “She’s our accountant.”

“An accountant named Charity,” Yui murmured. “That’s a good sign.”

It was not a good sign.

“I am here, Mistress,” the accountant said. She kept her head bowed, her eyes on the polished surface of the desk. Caleb thought he caught her gaze widening just a bit when she saw where Lady Lachrymosa’s fist had hit the desktop earlier, but she covered her surprise well.

She probably had a lot of experience doing that.

“Very good, Charity,” Lady L drawled. “This is Eira Greenwreath. We sponsored her tuition to a private magical university several years ago, and have been generous enough in recent days to give her the opportunity to begin paying back her considerable debt to us.”

Charity finally lifted her head. As she did, Caleb realized that she was a great deal older than he’d expected. She didn’t have that strange, ageless look that Lady Lachrymosa wore so casually. Caleb wondered what caused that – or rather, what caused that ageless look to vanish in one who was already undead.

“Yes, Mistress,” Charity said with a nod. “I remember Miss Greenwreath.”

“And I remember you,” Eira blurted. “You’re the bitch who told me I owed Omega three million Dark Dollars!”

“Silence, elf,” Lady Lachrymose said. “Charity, the account.”

Charity closed her eyes for a moment, humming softly to herself. When she opened them again, it was clear she’d done some heavy duty mental math. “Rounding up or down, Mistress?”

Lady Lachrymose thought it over. She giggled at Eira, who was fuming. “I suppose we can be merciful for the time being. Round the figure down, Charity.”

Charity nodded. “Eira Greenwreath currently owes the Omega Sovereign twelve million Dark Dollars.”

Twelve million!? Caleb couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

Three million Dark Dollars was already a fortune—a massive one. Despite that, it was an amount of money that he might have pictured himself paying off eventually. Not anytime soon, of course, but with a lot of work, elbow grease, and selling himself as a Crafter to the Wyrdworld at large.

But twelve!?

No. That made no sense at all.

“You’re fucking shitting me!” Eira growled, hopping out of her chair like the seat had suddenly caught on fire. “That’s crap, and you know it! It used to be three, and we both know that tuition at CU was like a fifth of that!”

“That would be the Caltrops Technical Institute for Greater Sorcery,” Charity said blandly. “A subsidiary of the greater Caltrops University—sometimes called CalTech. I can quote you current tuition figures if you would like—”

“She’s not interested in current tuition costs,” Lady Lachrymosa said, her smile widening. “She’s just beginning to realize how utterly fucked she is, isn’t she? Yes, you’re lucky you gave your body to this human, dearie, because your soul already belongs to Lady Lachrymosa!”

“Stop scaring her,” Caleb said.

The vampiress froze. “Excuse me?”

“None of this is productive,” Caleb said, straightening up in his seat. He refused to be intimidated by a vampire whose idea of a threat involved defecating on the graves of her enemies. “I came to you in good faith, to Omega in good faith, to settle this debt. Now could we stop throwing around idle threats and insults and get down to business? Please?”

A little gasp came from Charity. He’d apparently just surprised the hell out of the little accountant.

Lady Lachrymosa looked irritated to have the conversation move away from insults and down to brass tacks, but even she could see the necessity of moving things in a profitable direction. “Very well, very well,” she said, waving a hand. “Hah! Humans.”

“I would like to know how Eira’s debt ballooned so large,” Caleb continued. “I’m to understand that you, Charity, told Eira that her debt totaled three million Dark Dollars?”

“That is true,” Charity said, nodding before Lady Lachrymosa could stop her.

“That’s a four hundred percent increase,” Caleb said, turning his gaze back to Lady Lachrymosa. “Even on my world, that would be all kinds of illegal. The sort of thing people go to jail for—we call it ‘usury.’”

Spots of color rose to Lady Lachrymosa’s face. “It’s all legal here, human Crafter,” she said, doing that odd ‘spit to the side’ gesture again. “Charity!”

Charity flinched. “I am standing right here,” she said mildly.

Lady Lachrymosa either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Bring forth the documentation!”

With a sigh, Charity whizzed from the room, her form blurring as she shot out of the office. Caleb waited a beat, then the blonde account reappeared behind the desk.

Now she carried a stack of papers almost as tall as she was.

“Very good,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Everything is, as you can see, in perfect order. Show the human the documentation!”

On cue, Charity dumped the ledgers across the table. A veritable landslide of papers rolled across the desktop, many spilling over the side and landing at Caleb’s feet. As they stilled, he caught sight of a random page near the top of the pack: it said LAST NOTICE TO PAY in curly red font and appeared to be from some organization called Infernal Debt Obligations LLC.

“Everything is all accounted for,” Lady Lachrymosa continued in her high-handed manner. “Every late payment fee, every maintenance charge, every indemnity. Every red cent of Miss Greenwreath’s debt to Omega has been exhaustively cataloged, as you can clearly see.” She shoved some of the papers to the side. “Fifteen million Dark Dollars. By the time we finish this conversation, Mr. Holdstock, it may very well be sixteen.”

“Three weeks, seven hours, forty-one minutes,” Charity rattled off. “That’s when the counter will tick over, Mistress. Assuming we’re still rounding down.”

Lady Lachrymosa made a face. “Well, you can see how serious the situation has become,” she said, recovering smoothly. “This needs to be paid, Crafter. And now. The interest grows by the day. And if you were to think that turning ‘Miss Greenwreath’ into ‘Mrs. Holdstock’ would relieve you of your burdens, I sadly must inform you otherwise. Charity here would have no trouble updating the name information on all of this paperwork.” She slapped Charity on the back. “Isn’t that right?”

“If you wish it, Mistress,” the blonde accountant said, sighing as her gaze returned to the floor.

“Ha! So what will it be, Crafter? Fifteen million Dark Dollars? Or the warm caress of a vampire’s fangs?”

Caleb thought it over. He glanced from the vampires in front of him to the women beside him as he did. Eira looked like she wanted to throw up; she’d never been so nauseated as when she looked at that mountain of paperwork bearing her name. Yui was squirming in her seat, looking as if she wanted to cry.

That red paper with the LAST NOTICE TO PAY stuck out to Caleb like a sore thumb. Something about it was different from the other papers on the stack. He grabbed at it, trying to figure out what it was.

I’ve dealt with debt collectors before, Caleb told himself. There’s always a way…

He’d found a way as a freshman in college. A credit card company used fees and interest to turn the two hundred dollars he’d spent on books for his first semester into a thousand dollar debt—and when he found himself unable to pay, they filed a motion against him. He’d been panicked, and showed up at court expecting to be raked over the coals.

Instead, the credit card company never showed. As it turned out, it wasn’t worth a lawyer’s time to go after a college kid for less than a grand in debt. The judge granted Caleb a summary judgment, and the thousand dollars vanished into the ether, never to be seen again. The relief he’d felt at the time was palpable.

There was something about that, Caleb thought, scrutinizing the sheet. The credit card company wasn’t the one that sued me. It was a debt collecting organization…

An organization like Infernal Debt Obligations LLC.

“Part of this debt has been sold,” he said suddenly.

Both vampires froze.

“Hmm?” Lady Lachrymosa asked, in a tone too studiously neutral to be surprised.

“Most of it, actually,” Caleb said, grabbing another paper from the stack and comparing figures. “From these columns, it looks like everything except the original 750,000 Dark Dollar debt Eira racked up at Magic College has been sold to other organizations?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s mouth worked silently. “I fail to see how that matters,” she said, her expression that of the cat who’s just realized her mouse has a little more fight in him than she realized. “Debt is debt, and your elf girlfriend racked up quite a bit of it—”

“Which you’ve sold,” Caleb said, waving the paper with the warning about late payment. “And in some of these documents, they’ve sold the debt, too. Pennies on the Dark Dollar. If you’ve got pennies here, that is.”

“Only nickels,” Charity said quickly. Lady Lachrymosa stared daggers in the accountant’s direction.

The more papers Caleb looked at, the more certain he was that he’d found the way forward. “You’ve already been paid for the rest of the debt,” he surmised, chuckling as he shook his head. “And from the looks of things, most of these people you sold it to have been paid, too.”

“So?” Lady Lachrymosa sounded pissed now. “We can still drag you to court, human—”

“I’ve dealt with debt collectors before,” Caleb said mildly, looking up into the vampire’s eyes. “Given that our legal system is already hellish enough—especially for the little guy—I’m going to assume that the one you have here in the Wyrdworld is more or less the same as ours. Which means that, if you really want this money, you’d have to file in court. You’d have to sue Eira.”

“True,” Charity said, reacting before her Mistress could. “And all of this documentation would be presented as evidence for both parties.”

Caleb was already forming a pile on his side of the desk. “Damn, how many of these organizations did you sell to?” He started to laugh as he listed them. “Mephistopheles Consulting, Camelot’s Concerned Citizens, Beelzebub’s Bail Bonds and Debt Restructuring… Hell!” He held up one paper from the stack and waved it around. “This one’s apparently just called ‘Fuck You, Pay Me?’”

“One of our most storied bill collection agencies,” Charity said, a wry smile on her face. “Famous for their directness.”

“So if you wanted to force Eira to pay up the fifteen million, you could drag her to court,” Caleb said, clearing his throat. “But you’d have to get representatives from every single one of these organizations—all of them—if you wanted the full debt. And how many of them do you think are going to be on your side, Lady Lachrymosa?”

“Why wouldn’t they be?” the vampire snapped.

Caleb smiled. “Because of me.”

“Caleb!” Eira looked shocked.

“No, it’s alright,” he said, putting a hand over the elf’s. “Here’s what I’m going to say, Lady Lachrymosa. You’ve made your offer, and now it’s time for me to make mine. You willing to listen?”

She stared at him flatly, showing lots of fang. “Speak, manling.”

Caleb stood up and stretched. “My plan,” he said, “in coming to the Wyrdworld was to hang out a shingle. My grandfather was a great Crafter, and I get the feeling I’m going to be a great one, too. I’ve been pretty okay at it so far, after all, and I’ve already got two beautiful assistants to help me out. Maybe more, if things swing that way.”

Lady Lachrymosa was nodding now. She didn’t like what he was saying, but she couldn’t discount it. “And?”

“And I can either do it with you,” Caleb said, pointing at her, “or without you. From what Eira’s told me, this ability of mine is going to make me one of the hottest commodities in the Wyrdworld. People will be lining up, trying to outbid each other for my services. You could be the one profiting from all that, as my patron. Or you could be standing on the outside looking in.”

Lady Lachrymosa looked interested now. “What are you proposing, Caleb?”

It was the first time she’d called him by his name, and he noticed it.

“Two options,” he said. “Option One: You call off the entire debt, except the original 750k. I figure Eira does owe you that, in exchange for her education, even if she didn’t end up using most of it. But the fees, the interest, all the bullshit you and these other companies have made up—you drop it.”

“That’s a lot of wasted profit,” Lady Lachrymosa growled.

“No, it’s a lot of potential profit. Because if you take Option One, Lady, I’ll agree to contract with Omega as a Crafter. You’ll be my sponsor: you’ll handle the whole client process on your end. Just funnel them to me, tell me what they need, and I’ll do it. And of course, you’ll be compensated with a portion of the revenue.”

Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes shone with naked greed. “Really? And what’s Option Two?”

Caleb didn’t hesitate. “I go into business as an independent operator and do it all myself. Either way, I’m going to work like the dickens to be the most prolific Crafter your world’s ever seen. But if you go with Option Two, Lady Lachrymosa, I’m also going to be working on making sure this”—he indicated the massive pile of papers on the desk—”either gets thrown out of court or delayed for so long that you’ll be old and gray by the time you get a single red cent from Eira.”

Both Eira and Yui gasped. Charity did, too.

“Choice is yours,” Caleb finished. “I came in here intending to pay Eira’s debt, and I will. If you’ll work with me, I’ll work with you.”

His speech done, Caleb sat back down and waited for the storm.


Chapter 7

Lady Lachrymosa was speechless. The vampiress worked Caleb’s words over, her brow furrowing and her lips twitching as though considering—and then discarding—several retorts. There was a moment where he seriously worried she might shoot around the table and bite him, but the instant was mercifully brief.

Finally Lady Lachrymosa let out the longest, most defeated sigh Caleb had ever heard. She added a laugh at the tail end of it, as if she couldn’t believe the audacity of this ‘tiny human’.

“Charity?” Lady Lachrymosa asked.

“Yes, Mistress?”

“Write up new documentation. Eira Greenwreath’s debt is to be forgiven, and seven hundred and fifty thousand Dark Dollars will be charged to Mr. Caleb Holdstock in exchange.”

Charity looked poleaxed. She swallowed hard, her eyes going the size of dinner plates. “Mistress?”

“In addition,” Lady Lachrymosa said, barreling on, “we will agree to waive interest on the principle of Mr. Holdstock’s loan, pursuant to the establishment of a contract for his services in a revenue sharing agreement with the Omega Sovereign.” She paused. “And if you ever breathe a word of what happened in this room today, Charity, I will slit your throat and turn your wrinkled skin into a raincoat!”

“Holy shit,” Eira whispered. She looked at Caleb the way the most devout worshiper would look at the resurrection of their Messiah. “You fucking did it!”

“Yes, he did it,” Lady Lachrymosa growled, making a face. “Let’s not all get too celebratory. You will be paying your debt—you’ll just be doing it in a way that makes all of us lots and lots of money. So maybe we should celebrate, eh?”

The tension in the room deflated. All of them were as thick as thieves now—for all her posturing and exaggerated irritation, Caleb sensed that Lady Lachrymosa was secretly happy about this deal. Sure, she’d been out argued in her own office, but she was on the winning side. Debts like the one she held over Eira’s head were a dime a dozen for an organization as big as hers.

But the exclusive rights to contract a Crafter? A Crafter who was the heir of Gene Holdstock, who’d already proven he had the power to refine items? That was the real jackpot, and the vampires knew it.

“I will have a little bidding war in the Wyrdworld,” Lady Lachrymosa said with a chortle. “Once it gets around that the heir of Gene Holdstock has come to Hades—and thanks to my network of informants, that will be the hottest piece of gossip in the Wyrdworld by this time tomorrow—there will be a laundry list of clients bursting down my door to try and be the first to have something Crafted. We’ll probably end up having an auction for your services, Caleb. Won’t that be nice?”

It did sound nice. It also sounded intimidating as hell.

“Charity!” Lady Lachrymosa cried.

Once again, the blonde accountant flinched. “There is no need to yell, Mistress. My ears have been in perfect working order for the last fifteen hundred years.”

“Fetch the human and his girls a drink,” she commanded imperiously. “And then pour one for yourself, as well. You’ve got a lot of new contracts to write up over the next few days.”

Charity nodded, then blurred her way out of the room. This time, when she came back, she held a bottle of champagne in one hand and three flutes in the other. She set them out for Caleb, then disappeared just as quickly.

She was back in the blink of an eye, carrying two black goblets filled with bubbling red fluid. “Boiling blood,” she said, handing one of the goblets to her Mistress. “A great delicacy among our kind.”

“Yes, it’s not really boiling, though,” Lady Lachrymosa said with an acid smile. “More… percolating. Like a Keurig, but for the stuff that makes your body sit up and walk around.”

Charity popped the champagne and poured the glasses, then took a sip from her own goblet. “Delicious, Mistress.”

Lady Lachrymosa slapped her on the back of her head. “A toast first, minion! To profitable business ventures!”

“To profitable business ventures,” Caleb repeated, clinking glasses with the vampiress. The champagne was the best he’d ever tasted.

Lady Lachrymosa downed half of her massive goblet in a single gulp. Blood ran down the corners of her mouth, forming a contrast with her white skin that was both erotic and terrifying.

“Ahh, I wish you’d let me bite you, human,” Lady Lachrymosa said, watching Caleb’s throat. “Reheated blood is no substitute for fresh, especially when one is celebrating. Are you sure I couldn’t just have a little taste…?”

It took a bold man to decide that Lady Lachrymosa was flirting with him. Fortunately, Caleb was that man.

“Only if you don’t mind getting bitten back. And spanked.”

Lady Lachrymosa let out a shocked little noise. “Impudent human! You would spank me?”

Emboldened, Caleb leaned over the desk and gave Lady Lachrymosa’s posterior a good once over. “You’ve got the perfect ass for a good, hearty spanking,” he said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Nice and jiggy.”

“And what,” Lady Lachrymosa continued, “would you say if I told you that spank would be the last thing you ever did, human?”

“Then I’d die a happy man,” he said with a shrug. “But I’m not ready to die just yet, Lady Lachrymosa. Got way too much to do, first.”

“Mistress,” Charity said, inclining her head. “Perhaps we should focus this meeting on business—”

“Nonsense,” Lady Lachrymosa said, leaning forward. Her breasts threatened to spill out of her top when she did that, and she made sure that Caleb was looking. “Besides, this is business.”

Was she drunk? It certainly seemed possible that vampires could get a little tipsy on blood, especially the boiling variety. Caleb was definitely feeling a little buzzed from the champagne—otherwise he’d never have been bold enough to flirt with a creature as dangerous as Lady Lachrymosa.

“If I bit you, human, you would become my thrall,” she explained. “Having your blood drunk would be the greatest pleasure of your life, and you would become addicted to it the way your elf girlfriend is addicted to your human cock. You would know dark, erotic passion beyond anything an ordinary, mortal man could bear. And if you pleased me greatly…”

“Then what?” Caleb was just toying with her, of course. The thought of seriously giving in never crossed his mind.

“Then I could make you a vampire yourself,” she said with a sniff. “Immortal unlife, Crafter. An endless night in Hades, in the Wyrdworld, with everything you could possibly want at your fingertips. Think about it, Caleb.”

“Oh, I have thought about it,” he said, putting a hand on Eira’s thigh. “But I’m not into thrallhood, or whatever you’d call it. I’m not that kind of man.”

“Very well, human,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “I will give your offer future consideration. Should I ever find myself in the rare position of needing a… spanking… I shall give you a call.”

“There’s something else you need to do for us,” Yui said into the silence that followed.

Lady Lachrymosa gave a gasp worthy of a stage actress. “She speaks!”

Yui’s lips formed a tight little line. “The bounty hunters,” she said, tugging on Caleb’s arm. “We need to make sure they won’t give us any more trouble.”

“Yui’s right,” Caleb said. “We’ve had some trouble with a few, coming after Eira. It needs to go out through your informants, or whatever, that Eira is paying her debt and shouldn’t be messed with.”

Lady Lachrymosa laughed. “It’s already being done,” she said, waving her hand. “The news will go out over the proper channels. No bounty hunters or fortune seekers will molest you, Greenwreath. You and your humans will be free to wander Hades to your heart’s content. Those who have come for the finder’s fee will back off.”

Caleb felt glad for that. “I appreciate that—”

Lady Lachrymosa lifted a finger. “With one exception.”

Caleb swallowed hard and settled back into his chair. He had a nasty feeling he already knew who that one exception applied to.

“Belleteyn D’Amore,” Lady Lachrymosa said. Her face lit up with interest, as if she’d just remembered about the pigtailed bounty hunter. She leaned forward on her elbows, the dregs at the bottom of her cup of boiled blood forgotten for the moment. “Just what the hell did you people do to her? I’ve never seen her like this before—no one has! It’s like she’s lost her mind…!”

Caleb, Eira, and Yui shared a look.

“We were actually kind of hoping you could tell us about that,” Caleb finally said.

“The last time we saw her, she was being carried away by a rampaging group of malkini,” Yui added.

“And there she stays,” Lady Lachyrmosa said darkly. She motioned for Charity to refill her goblet and the accountant did, whizzing from the room in the blink of an eye and returning with two more cups of boiling blood. If Lady Lachrymosa made note of the fact that her underling had gone ahead and gotten more of the stuff for herself, she made no sign.

“Indeed,” Caleb muttered.

Lady Lachrymosa took a long swig from her goblet, then wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Almost as good as the real thing,” she said, giving him a lewd look. Then she was back to being businesslike once more. “I can tell you that Belleteyn is no longer motivated by greed, Caleb. And without that, her motives are truly unfathomable to me. Greed is all I understand.”

“We have been hearing strange things about Miss D’Amore,” Charity chimed in. “Things which are best not repeated in mixed company. She has undergone changes at the hands of the malkini—she is no longer the woman she once was.”

“The money no longer interests her,” Lady Lachrymosa said, nodding. “For her, this has become personal. My edict will protect you from all other bounty hunters and fortune seekers, Greenwreath. But whatever went on between you three and Belleteyn D’Amore, you can be certain she won’t relent in trying to track you down.”

Caleb had really hoped the bounty hunter might have turned over a new leaf, what with all the reasons to finally relent and leave her life of zealotry behind. He could only imagine what she was going through at the moment. What might those horny, lewd catgirls be doing to her? Fun things, or things that weren’t so fun at all?

“We can handle Belleteyn,” Eira said with a shrug. “We’ve done it before.”

She sounded certain of herself. But Caleb wasn’t so sure.

The meeting began to wind down after that. After a few more pleasantries and jokes about how much money they were going to make, Lady Lachrymosa indicated that it was just about time for them to go.

“Hold on,” she said as the trio began to rise. “I have something for you, human Crafter. Charity?”

The accountant looked pleased to have not been yelled at for once. “Yes, Mistress?”

Lady Lachrymosa crooked a finger.

The two vampires put their heads together for several moments, speaking too quietly for Caleb and the others to hear. When they were done, Charity nodded—then disappeared from the room in a puff of magically enhanced smoke.

When she came back, she held a small envelope in her hands. “Here, Mistress,” she said, handing it over to Lady Lachrymosa.

The vampiress looked pleased to receive it. “This is for you,” she said, taking it and passing it over to Caleb.

He opened the envelope. Inside lay a small black credit card with the logo of the Omega Sovereign. Upon examination, it looked as if the logo had been burnt into the plastic surface. He wondered how they’d managed to do that without melting the card, then the reality of what he was holding washed over him and he felt like he wanted to give it back.

“I don’t need you to extend me any credit,” Caleb said, holding out the card. “I’ve already seen what can happen when someone slides into debt with you, Lady Lachrymosa, and I’d like to keep our relationship wholly above board.”

The vampiress smiled. “This, Crafter, is a treasure so rare that there are many in Hades who don’t believe it exists. They don’t believe it ever could exist, would exist, or could ever be brought into being. Do you know what it is?”

Caleb was silent.

“A gift,” she crowed, showing her fangs. “A gift from Lady Lachrymosa, with no strings attached.”

Caleb scanned the card with his gaze. It certainly didn’t look like a snare, though who knew what form those could take with a creature as wily as Lady Lachrymosa?

“You are holding a credit chip worth fifteen hundred Dark Dollars,” Charity helpfully explained. “It is a present from my Mistress—a goodwill gesture. You have my word that the funds will never be requested of you, nor will they ever accrue interest or penalties.”

Caleb still had trouble believing it. “This is a gift?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow at Lady Lachrymosa. “You’re really giving this to me and not expecting anything in return?”

Lady Lachrymosa spread her arms. “Consider it a token of friendship between us. Besides, what would the other residents of Hades think if they saw the newest Crafter in town walking around without money?”

“It is also considered a business expense,” Charity chimed in. “So my Mistress will be able to deduct the amount from her taxes—”

“That’s quite enough, Charity,” Lady Lachrymosa said through her teeth. “Anyway, you need not worry, Caleb. Enjoy the funds. Have a night out on the town.”

Maybe he would. But first, they had the necessities to think about.

“We’ll have to find a place in the city to stay,” Caleb said, looking over at Eira. “I don’t know how far we’ll be able to stretch this, but it should ensure we don’t have to crash in a park or anything crazy like that.”

“I have relatives we could have stayed with,” Eira said in a small voice. “But yeah, the money helps. Thanks, Charity.”

The accountant nodded.

Meanwhile, Lady Lachrymosa looked confused. “The park? Relatives?”

“Uh, yeah?” Eira asked. “I don’t have the best relationship with my family, but they wouldn’t leave me out on the street if things came to it…”

Lady Lachrymosa leveled a finger at Caleb, shushing Eira as she did so. “Why would you not simply stay at your grandfather’s, Crafter?”

Caleb laughed. “I would, but I’m not really into trekking all the way back to Earth. It took us a while to get here, and I’d rather not go through all that again. Besides, wouldn’t you rather I stayed close?”

He figured that would be it. But Lady Lachrymosa’s confusion only deepened.

“I do not understand,” she blurted, looking over at her assistant. “Charity, is this some human-ese I need you to translate?”

The accountant looked over at Caleb, her eyes widening as she made the connection. “I believe the Crafter is referring to the home he inherited from Gene Holdstock,” she said, glancing back at her Mistress. “On Earth.”

“Oh, of course I don’t mean that!” Lady Lachrymosa roared, laughing. “I’m talking about your grandfather’s condo in Hades. I assumed you would stay there.”

You could have heard a pin drop in Lady Lachrymosa’s office.

“My grandfather’s what?”


Chapter 8

After leaving Lady Lachrymosa’s office, Eira flagged down a taxi. As the elf waved, a carriage pulled by a half-dozen malkini rolled to the curb, piloted by a young demoness in steampunk goggles and a thick scarf. “Where to?” she asked.

Caleb looked down at the address printed on the slip Charity had given him.

“We’re going here,” he said, handing the demoness the slip of paper. “I don’t know if you know the way…”

The taxicab driver peeled off her goggles and read the slip. As her eyes devoured the address, her jaw dropped open. She whistled through her teeth, giving Caleb, Yui, and Eira an impressed look.

“Heading to the ritzy part of Hades, I see,” the demoness said with a grin. “Of course, you probably would be, just coming from a meeting in there. Hop in!”

They climbed into the back, and the carriage set off, the malkini grunting with glee as they ran. The city rolled along either side of the taxi as Caleb sat, his feet feeling as if they weren’t quite connected to the rest of his body. He kept thinking of that moment in Lady Lachrymosa’s office, and the shock he’d gotten when Charity produced printed copies from the public declaration of his grandfather’s will.

Not his Earth will. His Wyrdworld will.

I didn’t get one house from Grandpa Gene, Caleb thought, still dazed. I got two!

The more he thought about it, the more surprised he was that he hadn’t figured it out before. Of course his grandfather would have a place to stay in the Wyrdworld: by all accounts, he’d spent a great amount of his life here, especially in his old age. It only made sense that a rich, powerful man like him would buy property.

And now that property belonged to Caleb. Had been deeded to him by his grandfather’s will.

It was a part of his inheritance that his lawyer back on Earth would never have been able to tell him about—would never have known about, in point of fact. Grandpa Gene took care of those affairs through Wyrdworld lawyers, keeping his terrestrial and his supernatural affairs completely separate. In a way, it didn’t surprise Caleb: after all, his grandfather had always been a supremely practical man. But even after discovering the secret of the Wyrdworld’s existence, Caleb tended to think of it as a blank slate. Not a land with its own history and culture, where Gene Holdstock was just a small portion of a much larger whole.

That whole surrounded Caleb as the taxi sped through Hades. Lady Lachrymosa’s information network must have already been doing its job, for every person they passed seemed to already know who Caleb and his party were. He could feel the eyes of the crowd on the back of his neck as the taxi wound its way through the broad, gothic streets, and nearly every one who’d caught sight of him looked at him with keen interest.

Even the demoness driving the taxi seemed impressed. “You’re a popular guy,” she said, glancing over her shoulder as she guided the malkini. “Or maybe it’s one of your women who’s the popular one. Is there something you want to tell me, chum?”

Caleb shrugged. “I’m new in town,” he said, letting his lack of response be the only response necessary. “People love strangers.”

The demoness turned back to the road. “Not like this, they don’t,” she mused, shaking her head and chuckling.

The rest of the drive passed in a daze. The business district of Hades gradually gave way to tall residential buildings, their gothic spires jostling for position with glass-fronted walls and stately balconies. Here the streets were quieter, emptier, though the air seemed no less charged with the same supernatural energy.

The building the taxi pulled up to looked the same as the others around it—a massive gnarled finger filled with condominiums and private suites.

“This is the one,” the demoness said, turning around in her seat. “Welcome home?”

Caleb felt a thrill of anticipation run through his body. He handed the demoness the credit chip and watched as a small fraction of the money Lady Lachrymosa gave him disappeared—the fare wasn’t much, but he gave the driver a sizable tip for her speed and discretion.

She beamed as she watched the transaction complete, then handed back Caleb his card. “Thank you!” she said, gesturing for them to step from the taxi. “Hey, if you need any one to ferry you around the city lately, all you need to do is give me a call. Here, have my card!”

It was a black business card with tiny red writing. Caleb took it and slid it into his wallet without a second thought. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll look you up if I need you.”

The taxi driver left Caleb, Eira, and Yui staring up at the building. Both women appeared amazed by their new home.

“Ritzy,” Eira said, her jaw hanging open. The elf had been in a more or less permanent state of shock since she found out about this aspect of his inheritance, and close proximity to their new crash pad wasn’t relieving that shock in the slightest. “God damn, Caleb. This is one of the most sought-after addresses in the city!”

“Then it’s a good thing that it’s his,” Yui said, sliding an arm around Caleb’s waist. “Come on. Why don’t you show us your place?”

Getting a key for the apartment turned out to be as easy as pie. The building’s superintendent was an elf of the Keebler variety, a hairy man with a knit cap and long suspenders on his burly frame. All it took was to mention the name Holdstock, show a bit of identification, and Caleb had the keys.

“Place is kept in working order,” the elf informed Caleb gruffly. “All utilities running on payment plan set up by Mister Holdstock. Water—hot! Good pressure!”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Caleb said. “Thanks.”

The trio rode the elevator up to the fourteenth floor and made their way down the hall. None of the doors had any ornamentation besides a basic room number affixed next to each entranceway: the owners here clearly valued their privacy. Caleb’s condo was in the corner.

Stepping inside was like entering the home of some long-dead celebrity: a rich celebrity.

The door to Caleb’s grandfather’s apartment opened to reveal a lavishly appointed penthouse suite. The floors were hardwood, the furniture was luxurious and tended toward black leather, and the view was immaculate. Being a corner suite, two walls of the living room were covered in glass, giving a stunning overview of the Wyrdworld cityscape.

“Holy hell,” Eira said, walking to the window. “Hades has never looked so good!”

Caleb couldn’t help but agree. As he walked around the apartment, the sheer opulence of the place threatened to overwhelm him. The place wasn’t bigger than his grandfather’s mansion back on Earth, but it was bigger than any home he had lived in before gaining his inheritance.

“Woah, look at this kitchen!” Yui called from the next room.

Caleb stepped inside to find her examining a marble countertop, a look of pure amazement on her face.

“This looks like something out of a cooking show,” she said, shaking her head in wonder. “The fridge and the freezer are empty, but the pantry is full of spices and non-perishables. Expensive looking stuff, too.”

That wasn’t even the end of it. His grandfather’s study was every bit as stately as the one he’d established on Earth. Bookcases lined the walls, filled with both terrestrial and supernatural volumes of history and lore. Gene Holdstock’s library would have put a university to shame, and it was this treasure that Caleb found the most enticing of all.

His grandfather clearly had a taste for the finer things in life. He’d spared no expense with his apartment, turning it into a den that reflected all the things he enjoyed and cared about.

In fact, as Caleb moved from room to room, he felt a deep ache spreading through his chest. He couldn’t help but wonder how much he’d missed out on by never really knowing his grandfather over the years. It was clear that Gene Holdstock was a figure of considerable importance in Wyrdworld history, with a legacy that was still keenly felt to this day.

What Caleb did not find, however, was any note for him from his grandfather. Evidently the elder Holdstock considered everything he needed to say to Caleb already said, his missives finished with the final one imploring him to enter the Wyrdworld through the door in his basement. If only he’d found those other letters!

Once Caleb was done with his perusal of his new home, he returned to the living room. Eira and Yui had apparently found his grandfather’s liquor cabinet—they’d opened a bottle of wine and were sitting together on the couch, staring out over Hades and chatting excitedly about the future.

Seeing them together like that replaced the ache in Caleb’s heart with an altogether warmer feeling. Can’t change the past, he told himself, clearing his throat as he entered the room. All you can do is make the future as good as you possibly can.

“Can you believe all this belongs to me?” he said, sitting down heavily on the couch. It gave gently beneath him, the leather so plush that his backside had never been caressed so sweetly before. “Shit, look at all these portraits!”

Like most great men, Gene Holdstock apparently had a bit of a self-esteem problem. The portraits hanging in his living room were a testimony to that: they showed the old man in his prime, at a variety of functions involving the high and mighty of Wyrdworld society. Another showed him as a much younger man, almost Caleb’s age, standing with a group of men and women in the robes of wizards as they performed some sort of occult ritual.

Over the room’s fireplace stood what must have been the elder Holdstock’s final portrait. He looked not much different than the photos Caleb had seen of the man at his funeral, only here his eyes twinkled with mischief in the aged wrinkles of his face.

Looking at that face was like looking at a ghost. Caleb turned away.

One final portrait caught Caleb’s eye as he sipped the wine. It was tucked away in a corner of the room, as if Caleb’s grandfather had been hoping to hide it by surrounding it by more ordinary, stately examples of portraiture. It showed a young woman with long, auburn hair and bright blue eyes, her face a perfect oval. She was beautiful, and the gown she wore resembled something out of a fairy tale—it actually put him in mind of some of the cosplay he’d seen at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire.

As Caleb looked at her, he couldn’t help but feel a shiver run down his spine. The woman looked familiar, somehow—achingly familiar, though he couldn’t place why. It was as if the two of them had met at some point, but he couldn’t remember where or when.

Caleb shook his head, laughing nervously. “Hey,” he said, glancing over at the portrait. “Either of you recognize her?”

Neither Eira nor Yui seemed to have noticed the portrait before Caleb pointed it out. Yui leaned forward, and Eira actually rose from her seat and sashayed across the room, the stem of her wine goblet clutched between her fingers.

“I don’t recognize her, no,” the elf finally said, turning around. “She’s a hottie, though. She kind of looks weirdly familiar to me?”

“Me too,” Yui said, frowning. Her eyes narrowed, as if she could squint her way to the answer. “Is she part of your extended family, Caleb? Like a cousin or something?”

Eira made a face. “I don’t think Gene Holdstock would have kept a portrait like that of his cousin in his living room. Not unless he had some serious issues.”

Yui was still thinking it over. “Whoever she is, I bet she’s older now. Maybe I met her at the funeral and forgot about it. I don’t know. She certainly seems interesting, though!”

Caleb nodded, dismissing the thought. The place was his now, after all—he had all the time in the world to look at the portrait of the young woman and wonder who she might have been. A lover of his grandfather’s? A friend? A member of his extended family? Any of those options seemed possible, even if some felt more probable than others given what he knew of Grandpa Gene.

He was still thinking about it when he felt a hand on his chest. Eira had just come up behind him, polishing off her entire glass of wine in a single gulp. The elf’s lips felt warm against his ear.

“Why don’t you show us the bedroom?” she said, sharing a knowing glance with Yui. “We’d love to see where we’ll be sleeping from now on, sir.”

“And doing other stuff, too,” Yui giggled. “Fuck, I’ve never been so happy to have legs. Don’t you like mine, Caleb?”

“Very much,” Caleb said, running his hand down the smooth expanse of thigh Yui offered him.

With a giggle, Eira slipped her hand under Yui’s skirt. “Yeah, she’s got nice legs,” the elf said, planting a little kiss on the side of Yui’s mouth. “Not to mention a world class ass. Why don’t we head to the bedroom so this fine little slut can show it off?”


Chapter 9

Caleb grinned as he followed Eira and Yui down the hallway to the master bedroom. It seemed like they’d been planning this little interruption for some time, and the idea of being the object of their affections was a little overwhelming, especially after the wine. His desire burned in him along with the strong drink, causing his cock to swell in his boxers.

The bedroom was every bit as nice as the rest of the apartment, if not more so. The four-poster bed was made of dark wood, with curtains pulled back to reveal luxurious satin sheets. A number of candles stood around the bed, with some on the shelves surrounding the room waiting to be lit. As Eira entered, she snapped her fingers—and all of the candles flickered to life, bathing the room in a romantic, dim ambience.

“Magic school,” the elf said, closing the door behind the three of them. “Guess it was good for something, huh?”

Caleb had barely managed to think of a reply before Yui was grabbing at him, pulling him close and kissing him passionately. Her tongue darted into his mouth, tasting of the red wine she’d been drinking. She pressed her breasts against his chest, moaning softly, her hands going everywhere.

“Fuck, look at her,” Eira said, running a hand down the other woman’s back. For now, she seemed perfectly content to be the hype woman for Yui, but she’d want to take center stage in the bedroom soon enough. “You’re so fucking sexy. Why don’t you show off that hot little body you’ve got under the outfit? Strip for us. Strip for Master.”

With a smile, Yui turned away from Caleb and stepped toward the bed. She was already unbuttoning her blouse, and a moment later she was tossing it aside, leaving her in a simple white bra. She shimmied her hips a bit, swaying back and forth, and then bent over to pull off her skirt, revealing a pair of lacy white panties that barely contained her round, heart-shaped ass. When she stood back up, she reached behind her and unclasped her bra, letting her breasts bounce free.

While she did all this, Eira moved to the window and opened the curtain. It was evening in Hades, and the city was lit up like a demonic Christmas tree. The lights of the city sparkled, and Caleb could see for miles. It was the best view he could imagine—and even better with the two beautiful women in his new bedroom.

He turned back to Yui. “You’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, Yui.”

Yui giggled, her eyes bright with lust. “Yeah? Do you wanna fuck me, Caleb?” Her gaze strayed to the gorgeous elf at the window, and she nibbled her bottom lip as spots of color appeared in her cheeks. “Or do you wanna watch me fuck Eira first, while you jack off all over us?”

“Maybe he could shoot all over us both,” the elf said. “But I’d rather get his load inside my mouth or in my pussy, now that I think about it. I don’t want you to waste that hot, salty goodness, baby. Mmmh, I’m so fucking ready for it!”

“Good question,” Caleb replied. “Maybe I want both. Maybe I want you to sit on my face, while Eira rides me like a cowgirl. Or sucks me off like a little whore.”

“There is something,” Eira was already saying, “about getting drunk that just makes me so thirsty!” With that, she crawled onto the bed on her hands and knees, arching her back and sticking her ass in the air. “Please let me suck you off while Yui rides your face, Master? I want your cock against the back of my throat sooo bad...”

“God, Eira,” Yui growled. “I love the way you beg. You’re so fucking needy!”

“You know it,” Eira agreed. “Get on the bed, Caleb. Let’s get this show on the road!”

Caleb was only more than happy to do so. The bed faced the glass window, so that whoever lay in it could look out over the city. He sat up against the headboard, tugged his boxers all the way down to his ankles, then motioned for the women to join him.

Yui giggled, her tits jiggling as she crawled to him. She straddled his face, holding onto the big oaken headboard with her fingers for leverage as she thrust her pussy into his face. She tugged her panties to the side, revealing soft pink folds wet with anticipation.

Caleb inhaled the scent of her, letting the smell of her drive him even more wild. His cock felt like an iron girder, like a rocket about to blow off into the stratosphere—

Suddenly, something hot and wet closed over his erection. It was Eira’s mouth, and she was sucking him off with the passion and desperation of a woman lost at sea. He could feel her tongue moving along the underside of his cock, her head bobbing up and down as she bounced up and down.

“Mmmm,” she said, her lips muffled around his cock. She pulled her mouth away and began to stroke him with her hand. “You like this, Master? Do you like the way I suck your dick?” The elf glanced up at the woman by the headboard. “What are you waiting for, Yui? Grind that hot little pussy against Master’s face! Let him taste you while I suck him dry. I want to hear you screaming and creaming all over his face while he’s pumping this load down my throat...”

Yui didn’t need to be told twice. “God, you’re such a slut, Eira,” she laughed. She didn’t sound like she was complaining in the slightest.

Eira’s reply was simply to gag around Caleb’s meat, groaning with bliss.

Yui thrust her hips back and forth, grinding her pussy against Caleb’s lips. “Yeah, that’s what I need,” she panted, sounding more like she was talking to herself than to him. “You’re even better at eating pussy when you’ve got an elf wrapped around your dick! Keep going, baby, don’t stop! I want to feel your tongue deep inside me!”

Caleb buried his face between Yui’s thighs like she was a bowl of ice cream. His tongue slipped between her folds, exploring her inner depths. He swirled his nose around her clit as he tasted her, sending shocks of pleasure up and down her spine.

“Oh fuck, yes, that’s the stuff,” Yui moaned. “I could never do anything like this before! I could only dream about straddling your gorgeous face while you ate out my box! God damn, I love the Wyrdworld!”

Caleb dug his fingers into Yui’s ass, squeezing and groping it through the thin fabric of her panties as she ground her folds against his face. All the while, Eira kept on sucking and slurping his manhood, grunting and groaning with bliss.

When he glanced around Yui’s body, he could see that Eira was already naked. Her ass was in the air as she blew him, wiggling back and forth in front of the big glass window overlooking the city.

As if she was no longer able to resist his power, Yui began to tremble against him. “Fuck, fuck!” she panted, her walls gripping his tongue as he ate her out with gusto. “I’m cumming!”

He thought he heard Eira moan ‘do it, you slut!’ around his cock, but that could have been his imagination.

A moment later Yui’s entire body tensed like she’d been struck by lightning. She ground against Caleb’s lips as hard as she could as she came, like she was trying to scrape dirt off the bottom of her shoe. Her juices squirted across his face, coating his chin and cheeks and dripping into his throat as she moaned and groaned.

She tasted delicious.

Caleb gave her a spank on her behind and thrust harder against the back of Eira’s throat. His balls bounced against her chin, tensing up as he felt his own orgasm approaching. Yui slid to the side, hugging him and whispering sweet words of submission against his ear as his orgasm approached, her movement letting Caleb see out over all of Hades as the elf knelt before him.

With a groan, Caleb hit the peak and went right over. His cock erupted inside of Eira’s mouth, flooding her tongue with his seed. She swallowed him down eagerly, drinking his load.

When his balls were finally empty, Eira leaned back and licked her lips. “Good?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Caleb grinned. “If it were any better, Eira, I’d be dead right now, in a pile on the floor.”

The elf giggled. “Good. Because I want you to fuck me, Caleb. Push my hot little elf body up against this glass and fuck me until I can’t walk straight!”

Caleb rose from the bed and pulled Eira to her feet, kissing her deeply. The elf lifted one leg and wrapped it around his waist, pulling his bare cock in close as she leaned against the glass window overlooking the city. For a moment Caleb’s pulse quickened, and the thought of them tumbling out into open space and falling fourteen stories filled his mind. But the engineers had done their job; the window was made of sterner stuff.

Eira began to lose her mind in his arms. She bit down on his bottom lip so hard he tasted blood, her fingers caressing his back and lifting his shirt as she tore off the rest of his clothes. As soon as he was naked, she turned around and wiggled her big ass, pushing it against his hard shaft as she placed her hands on the window.

“Fuck me,” the elf begged. She reached around and parted her folds with her fingers, showing how wet and ready she was for him. “I need it so bad, baby! Fucking pound me!”

Caleb’s cock certainly rose to the occasion. It didn’t even feel like he’d just shot his load deep into the elf’s throat—he was hard as a girder, throbbing, with precum dribbling from the crown. He grabbed Eira by the waist and lifted her off the ground, pushing her tits against the glass as he spread her legs.

“Oh fuck, yes!” the elf cried, arching her back. “Fucking take me, Master! By the Pointed God, you own my pussy!”

Caleb pushed the crown of his cock into Eira’s folds, teasing the opening of her channel. The pleasure was almost too much for the elf to bear—she writhed and whimpered, trying her best to throw herself back and impale herself.

But Caleb’s first orgasm had taken some of the edge off, and so he took his time. He teased Eira, rubbing his hardness between her soft folds and pressing the tip against her clit. Slowly he swirled it around and around, noting with pleasure the way the elf’s walls clamped down on nothing as she ached to squeeze him deep inside of her.

It was too much for Eira. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes.

“Master, please,” Eira begged, bending backward so far that he could kiss her forehead without having to lean forward. “I can’t take it anymore! Master, I’ll do anything if you’ll just let me feel that cock inside me...!”

A pair of hands caressed Caleb as he teased the elf to the point of madness. Yui had already recovered from her own orgasm and was ready to take point. He knew Yui got off on watching him with other women, but knowing it and seeing it in action were two entirely different things. The gratification on Yui’s face was a sight to behold.

“You beg so sweetly,” Yui said, running her fingers up and down the firm cheeks of Eira’s ass. “It almost makes me want Caleb to keep teasing you all night, just to see how needy and desperate you’d become...”

“No, not that!” Eira begged. She grabbed Caleb’s hand and guided it to her throat, inviting him to squeeze. “Please, Master, I’m yours! Use me!”

Yui chuckled against Caleb’s ear. “She really wants it,” she whispered, rubbing her pussy against Caleb’s thigh through her soaked panties. “I think you should give it to her, baby. I think you should fuck that elf pussy deep and hard.”

“Oh gawwwd yes!” Eira agreed.

Before Caleb could say another word, Yui leaned forward and pressed her lips to Eira’s. It was a deep, passionate kiss, the likes of which Caleb had never seen before. As their tongues danced together, Yui reached down and spread the elf’s pussy wide.

“Fuck her,” Yui said, her tone practically an order. “Do it. Do it now, baby.”

Caleb couldn’t help himself. Watching the two women he cared about the most in the entire universe making out sent him over the edge. He pushed the crown of his cock into Eira’s folds and rammed his manhood home, burying it hilt deep inside of her tight, waiting channel.

Eira screamed. She didn’t mean to, but she did. The pleasure was too intense. It was like a fire had been lit in her, one that threatened to consume her whole.

“That’s it, Master,” Yui whispered, her fingers tracing the contours of Caleb’s abs as she watched him pound Eira. “Fuck her hard. Fuck her deep. God, I love watching you fuck another woman!”

Eira’s scream became a moan. Her eyes rolled back in her head as Caleb thrust harder and harder into her, filling the bedchamber with the wet squelching sounds of hardness inside of softness. The room smelled like sex and wine.

Yui kissed Eira again, then kissed Caleb. “I used to be such a good girl,” she said. “But then you fucked me so damn good, baby. You turned me into a bad girl who loves watching you fuck other women.”

“I’d ask you to marry me if we were back on Earth!” Caleb gasped, kissing her hard.

Yui giggled at that. “You know the three of us are married already,” she said, caressing his balls. “More than married. We belong to you, Caleb. We’re your harem, and we always will be. We’re yours!”

Eira nodded her agreement, but she couldn’t form words. She was too busy being fucked.

Caleb grunted, his cock beginning to swell.

“Do it, baby,” Yui moaned, stroking his stomach. “Fill her pussy with your hot, sticky cum! I want to watch you give her a creampie!”

That was the final straw. Caleb couldn’t hold back anymore. He let out a primal grunt and slammed his cock into Eira as hard and deep as he could.

Fireworks exploded behind Caleb’s eyes as he came for the second time that night. His cock jerked against the elf’s walls before erupting like a fire hose, spraying her womb down with a thick flood of his seed. The moment Eira felt him let loose inside of her she was over the edge, bucking and thrashing and drooling against the glass as she had the most intense orgasm of her life. Her walls gripped Caleb so tightly that he couldn’t tell where she ended and he began. It was perfect. It was bliss.

It was still going on when he felt Yui’s hands on his chest.

She pulled his prick out of Eira’s still-spasming pussy and shoved Caleb onto the bed, then mounted him like her life depended on it. There was no stopping her—she was like a wild creature as she tore her panties off, shoving his rock hard manhood deep inside of her.

Caleb bottomed out inside of her. Yui’s soft pink interior fit him like a glove, and from the way she was riding him, he could tell she was going to use every inch of what she owned to give him as much pleasure as possible.

Yui fucked him hard and fast. “You two looked so sexy together,” she panted, kissing him deep with tongue before leaning back, putting her hands on his shoulders and slamming her hips up and down like she was trying to fuck him through the bed. “I got so turned on watching you fill her up with your cum! The look on your face was so hot! I want to see you do it again and again and again!”

Caleb tangled his fingers in Yui’s hair and tugged. “You will. I’ll fuck her every day for you, Yui. Especially if it gets you like this!”

“Oh, it does!” she groaned. “I can’t believe you did that! You came inside her, Caleb! Oh my god, oh my gawwwd, it’s so fucking hot!”

Yui panted and shook and moaned as she rode him.

Caleb pulled her down for a kiss. He was close, so close, and he could feel his balls tensing and getting ready to shoot yet again.

“I love you,” Yui groaned, guiding his hands to her legs. Her magically healed legs. “I love this! I love our life here so much, Caleb!” Her hips jackhammered against him, impaling her channel deep and hard. “I never want this to end!”

For Caleb, it was the last straw.

He upthrust into Yui as hard as he possibly could, burying himself in her perfectly smooth, silky tightness. He let out a groan as he came, his cock pulsing inside of Yui as he shot. It felt like he was emptying everything he had left inside of him into her, and he felt his balls contract as his cum flowed up and out.

Yui threw back her head and howled with bliss. Her walls clenched around Caleb like a vise as she hit her peak, gripping him so tightly that he felt a second bolt of pleasure shoot through his spine and detonate in his balls. She let out a ragged cry of bliss and buried her face in his chest, sobbing with release as her walls ground out the waves of her orgasm.

Finally, it was over for them both. Yui collapsed against him, panting and gasping and shaking. Caleb kissed her, and she returned the gesture, both of them completely blissed out and exhausted. Eira crawled onto the bed and held them both tight, giggling like she’d gotten high off his cock.

Yui giggled. “I think we really need a shower,” she said, laughing. “Wow, that was so good.”

“Mmmh, let’s just stay here a while,” Eira said, snuggling up closer to Caleb. “Hey, maybe I should stick my legs up in the air to make sure Caleb’s load goes deep inside me. I heard that helps with conception…”

Conception? Caleb felt sweat break out on his forehead. It was one thing to talk about how hot breeding his harem was in the heat of the moment.

But now, with his mind clear, he began to think what life would really be like.

Eira rolled over, gave Caleb a big hug and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Don’t worry, Romeo,” she said, running her fingers through his hair. “Elves are very, very long lived—which means we’re not particularly fertile.”

That was news to him. “No?”

Eira shook her head, a sly look on her face. “No. In fact, if we’re not screwing on the exact day that I’m ovulating, the chances of a human male getting an elf pregnant are pretty much nil.”

“Oh. I had no idea.” He couldn’t help but ask. “And you’re not ovulating right now?”

Eira gave him a playful punch on the shoulder. “Believe me, you’d know,” she said, tossing her silvery locks over one shoulder. “My kind get totally feral when we’re ready to get knocked up—it’s like we’re in heat, or rut. That day, we either ought to have you pull out or use a rubber. But every other day, we’re fine.”

“No chance,” Caleb said, still not fully believing her.

“Very small,” Eira said, placing her fingers an infinitesimally small distance apart from each other. “Nothing to worry about.”

Well alright then. Caleb figured the elves would know, seeing as they were always sneaking out of the Wyrdworld to hook up with humans.

“Besides, I’d be way more nervous about Yui,” the elf continued, leaning over and stroking the human woman’s thigh. “From what I’ve heard about you humans, you breed like rabbits. You might have already knocked Yui up, and not even know about it!”

Yui was already shaking her head. “We don’t have to worry about that,” she assured the elf, giving her a smile that was partially wry and partially sad. “You know I can’t get pregnant, Eira. I’ll never have Caleb’s babies.”

Eira made a strange face. “Uh…”

Yui noticed it, too. “What?”

The elf nibbled her bottom lip. “You told me about that,” she explained, her hand languidly caressing Yui’s thigh. “You can’t have babies, because of the accident that put you in a wheelchair. It fucked everything up for you—it took away your legs.”

Under normal circumstances, that reminder might have wrung a tear or two out of Yui. But here, in the arms of Caleb and Yui in the middle of a luxury bedroom overlooking a fantastic, supernatural city, none of that hurt could touch her.

“That’s right,” Yui said, holding onto Caleb a little tighter.

Eira nodded. “But your legs are healed now,” she said, her tone gentle. “So why wouldn’t everything else be healed, too?”

Yui stiffened. Caleb could tell that she’d never thought of that before—that despite the obviousness of it, she’d never taken her magical healing to its logical conclusion. What if traveling to the Wyrdworld had fixed more than Yui’s spine? What if her reproductive system was now in perfect working order?

Spots of color rose to Yui’s cheeks. “Woah,” she whispered, sounding both terrified and excited all at once. “You don’t really think…?”

“I do,” Eira said, nodding. “Maybe Caleb should start pulling out from now on?”

Slowly, the amazed look on Yui’s face faded. She pulled Caleb closer, hooking her ankle over his thigh as she held onto him protectively.

“Maybe,” she whispered. “But it really does feel so good.”

Just then, a thump sounded against the wall of the bedroom—and the sound of someone swearing, muffled almost to the point of being inaudible, came from the other side.

Caleb didn’t know his grandfather’s apartment terribly well yet, but he knew one thing for sure.

That voice had come from inside the house.


Chapter 10

Caleb was up and in motion before Eira or Yui had time to do much more than gasp in shock. The sound coming from the other side of the wall didn’t repeat, but Caleb knew he hadn’t imagined it. There was someone in his grandfather’s apartment.

An intruder.

He pulled on his boxers as he hopped off the bed, grabbing his vorlesen off the floor at the same time.

The staff felt reassuring in his hand as he opened the bedroom door and stepped out into the hallway. He pictured in his mind’s eye exactly where the noise had come from, relying on the carpet in the hall to muffle his steps as he approached the target.

Another bedroom lay on the same side of the hall as his own. This one wasn’t as stately—for one thing, it didn’t have the same corner view of Hades that he was so enamored with—but it was still far from drab. Caleb guessed it was for guests who came to visit his grandfather from time to time.

There was no sign of a visitor. But the knock and the muffled shout had come from this room. Caleb felt certain of it.

“Whoever’s in here had better come out right now,” he said, swinging the staff back and forth.

As if on cue, Eira appeared in the doorway where Caleb had just entered. “Is someone out there?” she asked, sticking her head into the bedroom and looking around.

Part of Caleb wanted to believe it wasn’t true. That it had just been the apartment settling, or something of that nature. But even as the more sedate part of his mind tried to paper over the noise with some rational explanation, he realized it just wasn’t true. There’d been someone in here.

“They haven’t gotten far, whoever they are,” Caleb said. “Help me look.”

Eira stepped into the room, her hands on her hips. Unlike Caleb, the elf hadn’t bothered to throw on any clothes before following him to the bedroom.

Eira got down on all fours and looked under the bed. “No one under here,” she grunted, glancing up at Caleb. “You’re sure they were in here?”

“Positive. Yui, don’t—”

Yui had just arrived. She’d gotten down the hall a little more slowly, in part because she’d taken a few seconds to reattach her bra and get her panties back into place. She took a look around the room, wide-eyed, as if she already expected Caleb and Eira to be locked in combat with Belleteyn D’Amore herself.

“Who is it?” she asked, her hands balling into fists. “Were they listening to us?”

“Not sure,” Caleb said, shaking his head. An oversized, upright dresser rested in one corner of the bedroom, and he threw it open. Inside were nothing but mothballs, dust bunnies and some old clothing hangers. “They seem to have just disappeared.”

“Maybe they can teleport,” Eira mused. Coming from anyone else, it would have been patently absurd, but the elf understood things about the way the Wyrdworld operated. “One of the Blackveils or the Moonwraiths spying on you—they saw you leaving Lady L’s, after all, and they’ve heard by now that Gene Holdstock’s grandson is in town.”

“You think they’d do that?” Caleb asked, incensed. “Break in?”

Eira’s smirk told him what she thought of the idea. “I wouldn’t put anything past them,” she said, shaking her head and showing her teeth. “The situation out here is even shakier than it was when I left. If the three clans of South Hades are at each other’s throats, they might think of you as a stepping stone toward crushing their competition. Especially knowing you’ve signed up with Lady Lachrymosa—”

Eira broke off, falling silent as another muffled thump shook the wall. This one came from a closet on the opposite side of the room.

So. Not someone who could teleport. An altogether different kind of intruder.

Caleb turned to face the closet door. Even though he couldn’t see who was inside, he could sense that they realized they’d given the game away. There was a palpable anxiety in the air, as if the person cowering in the closet were busy silently cursing themselves for making another noise.

“Both of you stay back,” Caleb said to Yui and Eira. He gripped his vorlesen in both hands, holding it like a club as he approached the wooden door.

“Don’t worry, we won’t let the bastard get away,” Eira said.

“We’re right behind you,” Yui said hotly.

Caleb grabbed the knob of the closet door and tore it open. At the same moment, he swung with the cane, bringing it down in a massive, overhanded strike. Whoever lay on the opposite side of that door would be flattened by it, whether they were human or not.

For a moment the inside of the closet was too shadowy to see. Caleb got an impression of piles of old clothes on the floor, along with what looked like an entire college dormitory’s worth of food wrappers. Potato chip bags, the plastic that candy bars came inside of, empty cans of diet soda…

What the hell?

A blurry figure shot from the closet and into the light. “Don’t hurt me, brah!” the figure cried, in the same feminine voice Caleb had heard before. “This is my home!”

Caleb’s arm froze. The silver dog’s head on the top of his cane wobbled gently in mid-air, a few inches above the head of the intruder.

The malkini intruder.

She wasn’t wearing the skimpy street clothes that Caleb associated with malkini in the Wyrdworld. Neither was she clad in one of the black uniforms of Omega, meaning she wasn’t one of Lady Lachrymosa’s creatures. She was wearing… a maid’s uniform?

“Don’t move!” Caleb thundered, glancing over at the door. Malkini were fast, and he wouldn’t have put it past the intruder to make a break for it and bolt for freedom. Fortunately for him, Eira was already moving to block the door back into the hall.

The malkini showed no signs of running. She was, in fact, staring at Caleb’s staff. His vorlesen.

The catgirl’s eyes went as wide as saucers as she met the ruby eyes of the dog’s head on the end of the Crafting tool. Her mouth dropped open, showing a soft pink tongue and the short, pointed teeth common to all catgirls in the Wyrdworld.

“Master Holdstock’s staff!” the malkini cried, grabbing at her hair. “You’ve brought it back!”

Brought it back?

“Who are you?” Caleb demanded. Adrenaline still crashed through his bloodstream; the fact that this catgirl had been listening to him during private moments with his women hadn’t left him yet, and he was pissed off knowing that she’d heard things she shouldn’t. “Tell me now!”

The catgirl trembled. “I’m Mitzi!” she cried, shielding her face. “I’m the maid, Master—your maid! I s-s-served Master Holdstock before you, and now I belong to you!”

The words took what felt like an age to penetrate Caleb’s skull. It was no surprise Yui and Eira reacted faster than he did.

“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Eira snapped, peering over the catgirl’s shoulder at the open closet door. She wrinkled her nose at the pile of trash in the corners, frowning deeply. “This is a trick, Caleb! She’s an assassin, sent to ensnare you with her aura of adorability!”

Maybe. But Caleb didn’t think so. The catgirl seemed too honest in her fear for one thing; she truly looked as if she expected to be punished for her transgressions. And for another thing, the malkini he had tangled with in the past hadn’t had this woman’s restraint. They literally couldn’t stop themselves from trying to entrance every human they came across—it was what they were made for. If this Mitzi, as she called herself, was some kind of double agent sent by the Blackveil or Moonwraith clans, she’d have already charged at Caleb with glowing pink eyes.

He took another look at the catgirl. She was short, as most of them were, with cute features and cuddly looking ears. Her fur was a rich gray speckled with shades of beige and gold, like a gracefully aging Hollywood actress or a rare breed of feline Caleb had seen once. Only her tail was fully blonde; it swished gently back and forth behind her, unafraid, like it had a mind of its own.

“Is Eira right?” Caleb asked. “Are you going to try and ensnare me with your lewd magic? Do I need to deploy the headpats?”

The catgirl’s head moved on a swivel. “N-no, sir!” she insisted. “I’m not like that! Master Holdstock trained me well—I’m way more than a simple feline, brah! It’s wrong to try and turn humans into horny, brainwashed apes who just want to fuck you and smoke pot all day, brah!”

There were some who would have disagreed with what the malkini had to say. Caleb was one of them, but there’d been times in his college days when he might have been swayed by an offer like that.

Not now, though. He had far too much going on in his life to sink into a miasma of blowjobs, video games, and weed smoke.

“Master Holdstock,” he said, checking in on Eira and Yui. Yui looked like she wanted him to put his staff down, while Eira seemed to be coaxing Caleb with her eyes into smacking the catgirl into unconsciousness. “You mean Gene Holdstock, right? My grandfather?”

“Yes! Yes, of course, brah!” Now that she’d been found out, the catgirl seemed almost comically eager to answer all of his questions. “You must be Caleb,” she said, peering up at him with a grin. “Your grandfather told me so much about you! He hoped that you would make it here eventually, and so he had me keep the place clean for your arrival!”

“Clean,” Eira said, stepping around the malkini. “All except your little den. It’s like some livestreamer’s bedroom in here. Hey, is that a tablet?”

Mitzi twisted. “Brah, no!”

Too late. Eira snatched the slender device up before the catgirl could grab it.

“It is,” Eira said, flipping through the icons on the screen with more and more amusement. “Looks like you’ve been whiling away the time with dating shows, true crime documentaries, and… what the hell are these?”

Eira had just opened up the tablet’s e-reader function. Several dozen titles were arranged in a virtual bookshelf across the tablet’s surface, and the covers were… racy to say the least. Most of them involved one virile looking male surrounded by a bunch of submissive catgirls, though a few showed their protagonists being doted on by women of various races and species.

“Don’t look at that, brah!” Mitzi demanded. Tears sprang to the catgirl’s eyes. She jumped up and down, but she wasn’t tall enough to reach the tablet in Eira’s hands—especially when she lifted it over her head and peered up at it.

“Reading malkini erotica,” the elf said, clucking her tongue and shaking her head. “A lot of it. Pointed God, woman, you’re an addict!”

“Some of those look pretty interesting, though,” Yui said, nibbling her bottom lip as her gaze traveled across the screen. “How do I get one of these Wyrdworld reading devices? You can buy me one, right, Caleb? Since you’re rich now and all that?”

Caleb was used to thinking of Yui as ‘the rich one’. Amazing the curveballs life threw you.

“I don’t care what she’s been doing to pass the time,” Caleb said. “Give her back the tablet, Eira.”

The elf didn’t look happy to do it, but she did it. Mitzi held the device to her chest, relief flooding her features. Pressing the silver surface of the tablet against her chest pushed her breasts upwards, nearly causing them to spill from her skimpy maid’s outfit.

“She shouldn’t be here,” Eira said flatly. “She should have left this place once your grandfather died and rejoined the rest of the malkini. She’s in violation of Wyrdworld law by being here.”

Now that was interesting. “Is this true?” he asked Mitzi.

The catgirl was unremorseful. “Master Holdstock ordered it!” she protested, staring daggers at Eira. Caleb could tell she wanted to brand the elf a tattletale, but was worried that Eira’s slender fingers might steal her tablet a second time. She couldn’t rely on Caleb to give it back over and over again.

“You’re supposed to be out of here,” Eira said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Caleb, our Mitzi here is what’s known as a ‘contracted’ malkini. You know how I told you the wiser members of the Wyrdworld just keep one or two of the creatures around, to take care of chores and other manual labor?”

Caleb did remember something vaguely like that. “Yeah?”

Eira nodded. “Your grandfather must have kept Mitzi as a maid. But once he died, her contract ended—which meant she should have turned her uniform in and surrendered herself to the proper authorities, to receive her exit payout and sign up for her next contract!”

“Master Holdstock commanded, brah!” Mitzi howled.

“You certainly shouldn’t be squatting in your former master’s closet eating his snacks and binging on malkini smut,” the elf growled. “And you damn sure shouldn’t have been snooping on Caleb and us while we were having fun together!”

Mitzi’s protests fell silent. The catgirl looked down at the space between her feet, her cheeks burning with heat. “It was hot, brah,” she finally admitted.

Caleb couldn’t stop himself anymore. He started to laugh.

“Hot?”

Mitzi put her fists on her hips, staring up at him indignantly. “It was like all my books brought to life!” she protested. “You three were saying such hot things, and it was happening right down the hall! Brah, I had to listen in! I didn’t have a choice!”

Eira opened her mouth to say something else nasty, but Caleb cut her off. “Everybody stop for a second,” he said, walking across the room. Still in his boxers, he sat down on the end of the bed, balancing his vorlesen across his knees. “I need to think about this.”

“What’s there to think about?” Eira asked. “We’ve got a shirker stowing away in the apartment, Caleb. We need to call the malkini authorities and have them take her away!”

“Brah, no!” Mitzi protested.

“Eira!” It was Yui, who sounded shocked. “I don’t understand why you’re acting this way! I mean, yes, Mitzi was hiding out here, but from what she’s saying, Caleb’s grandfather told her to hide here after he passed away! So she didn’t do anything wrong! She was just following Gene Holdstock’s orders!”

Eira sniffed dismissively. “A likely story,” she said, shaking her head. “Listen, Caleb, I know malkini. They’ll do anything to get into proximity to an attractive, powerful human. You can’t trust this little catgirl!”

“Eira,” Caleb said with a sigh. “I think you need to take a step back from this and look at how you’re acting.”

The elf looked like a stiff breeze could have knocked her over.

“Pardon?”

“You think of the malkini as a plague,” he said, letting her know by his tone what he thought of that. “An infestation, taking away all the men of the Wyrdworld. You don’t think you might be just a tad bit biased against them? Just a little?”

Eira looked like she wanted to argue for a few moments. Then she shook her head and sighed. “Fine,” she said, waving her hands in the air. “Let’s hear her out.”

“Thank the Divine Feline!” Mitzi said. “Does that mean I can stay, Master? And serve you?”

“We’ll see about that,” Caleb said, thinking it over. In his head, he was already picturing all the things Mitzi could do for him. His grandfather’s apartment was huge, and despite Eira’s accusations that the creature was a slob, it hadn’t escaped his notice that there wasn’t a speck of dust to be found in the place despite how long it had been since anyone lived there. Obviously Mitzi was capable of taking care of things on the home front. “Tell me about my grandfather’s commands, Mitzi.”

The malkini stood up a little straighter. “Master Holdstock told me just before he left for the last time. He took me aside and commanded me not to go back to the authorities once the apartment got sealed! He said his grandson Caleb would be here soon, and that I was to serve him in whatever way he chose! That’s why he set everything up to keep running after he was gone.” She beamed at Caleb, looking very proud. “All the utilities are paid for, Master. For years. And he set up a covert service to have food delivered for me—even if most of it was stuff that comes in a plastic wrapper.” She didn’t look upset about that in the slightest. “Master Holdstock told me to keep the home fires burning until the Heir arrived. And you’re the Heir!”

“The home fires burning,” Yui mused, repeating the malkini’s words. “That’s a poetic turn of phrase, Mitzi. Did you come up with that, or did Master Holdstock say it?”

“I’m repeating his words exactly, brah!” Mitzi said. “That’s why I managed to not say brah for so long!”

“Yeah, why do catgirls do that?” Yui asked.

Mitzi shrugged. “Why do human ladies all say, ‘Oh! Master! Fuck me!’?”

Yui turned beet red. “Not all human women say that.”

Mitzi grinned. “All the ones I know do!”

“Enough, enough,” Caleb said, motioning for silence. “So you’re saying my grandfather knew I’d be coming here, Mitzi. Not just to the Wyrdworld—to his actual apartment?”

Mitzi nodded eagerly. “That’s right, brah! Master Holdstock knew just about everything, come to think about it!”

Caleb hoped so. “Did he give you any messages for me?” he asked, his pulse quickening. “Any instructions for what I ought to do, now that I’m here? Notes, letters, that kind of thing?”

Mitzi scrunched up her face. Her claws extended from one hand. Eira tensed up, expecting an attack, but the malkini was merely scratching the side of her face. She thought it over for long moments, while Caleb’s heart lodged firmly in his throat.

“Um… I don’t think so?” the malkini finally said.

Damn it. Caleb’s hopes deflated. “Shit,” he grunted, putting his head in his hands. “I was really, really hoping Grandpa Gene would have some wisdom waiting for me when I got to his place.”

Caleb had never had the opportunity to read whatever missives his grandfather had penned with the intent of preparing him for the Wyrdworld. The only one he’d gotten to see was the single note Grandpa Gene had pinned to the door painted on his basement wall—and that had contained little more than a warning to stay away from the women with silver serpent pendants.

Something warm grazed Caleb’s thigh. When he looked over, he found himself staring into the eyes of the catgirl. The malkini had crawled onto the mattress and was curling herself up against him, her eyes big and filled with sympathy.

“I’m sorry, Master,” Mitzi said. “But I’m here! I’ll do whatever you command me—even the stuff you were doing with your elf and your human earlier! If you’ll renew my contract, I’ll even agree to give you breeding rights, brah! I’m definitely game to give you a litter of kitties!”

“I… I appreciate that, Mitzi,” Caleb said, patting the catgirl’s thigh. “Maybe we ought to get to know each other a little bit better first?”

Mitzi looked a bit confused, but not put out. “Okay, Master! Hmm, that’s weird!”

“What is?” Caleb asked.

Mitzi frowned. “Master Holdstock never wanted me to do that, either,” she said, looking from Eira to Yui and then back to Caleb. “So when you make fun of me for reading my smutty books, just remember—I don’t get to snuggle up to a big, hunky human at night the way you do, brah!”

“We’ll remember that.” Yui stepped forward and rubbed the back of Mitzi’s neck until the catgirl began to purr. “I’m sorry that Eira was so rude to you earlier. You’re clearly meant to be here—we’ll absolutely renew your contract.”

Eira frowned. “Hey, I didn’t apologize!”

“I’m apologizing for you,” Yui said, sticking out her tongue.

Before they could fight any more, the catgirl stiffened. “Oh! I just thought of something!”

“What’s that?” Caleb asked. His hopes weren’t high—he figured if anything, the catgirl would probably talk more about sex. That seemed to be just about all malkini thought about, in his limited interactions with the species. That and saying brah a lot.

“Master Holdstock wrote a whole bunch of letters in his study right before he left,” Mitzi said, rubbing her eyes. “Most of them he had me send out in the post the same day he left to go back to Earth, but there might have been one he left behind? I don’t really remember, but it couldn’t hurt to check his study, brah!”

Caleb’s heart skipped a beat. A letter from his grandfather?

“Take me to his study,” he said.


Chapter 11

Caleb’s grandfather’s study turned out to be on the exact opposite side of the apartment. Getting there required a number of twisty turns, and was further slowed down by the fact that Mitzi seemed intent on stopping every few steps and pointing out this or that aspect of the apartment’s furnishings.

For his part, Caleb found it hard to restrain himself. After so long without a single note from Grandpa Gene, the idea of getting a letter from him was intoxicating. Actual answers!

He expected the malkini to lead him to the room he’d been in earlier with the expansive library. To his surprise, she led him down a side hallway to a small chamber barely larger than a broom closet.

“I thought my grandfather’s office was that one down the hall,” he said, gesturing.

“Oh, it is, brah!” Mitzi agreed. “But this was where your grandfather did all of his writing. He said that getting all of the distractions of the world out of the way was key to composing prose. I think I’m quoting that word for word!”

That certainly sounded like the Gene Holdstock he’d grown up hearing about. The door was locked, but Mitzi had the key on a leather thong around her neck. She produced it from her cleavage with a lewd grin and unlocked the door.

Then Caleb was inside.

The room didn’t just look like a broom closet—it had clearly been one before his grandfather decided to set up shop in here. A vaguely musty smell filled the small room, and a single light bulb suspended from the ceiling provided the only light once he flicked the switch. The room’s only furniture was a basic black writing desk, facing the door he’d just come through.

A single manila envelope lay on the desk’s surface.

Caleb snatched it up like he was afraid it might disappear if he didn’t get it into his hands. In the blink of an eye, he was back in the living room, tearing the envelope open as he threw himself into one of the black leather couches near the glass wall. Eira and Yui walked in after him, mostly dressed, looks of excitement and worry on their faces.

“Caleb?” Yui asked. “Is it from him? For you?”

A single sheet of paper lay within the envelope. It was thick and creamy, and felt expensive—Gene Holdstock spared no expense where his correspondence was concerned. Caleb scanned the top of the document, his heart leaping in his chest at the single word written at the top.

Grandson.

“It’s for me,” Caleb said, his hands shaking gently as he read the letter. It was written in a familiar hand, the words the same sloping cursive that he’d seen in the note pinned to the painted door in his grandfather’s basement.

Frustratingly, the note appeared to assume that Caleb had gotten all of the previous notes.

Grandson, his grandfather’s words said. You’ve done well. With the instructions I gave you in my will, you’ve managed to make your way into the Wyrdworld, establish yourself as a Crafter, and locate my apartment. Do not be unkind to Mitzi—though scatterbrained and obsessed with prurient matters, she has been a loyal and faithful servant to me for many years. Please reward her for this service by allowing to stay on as your maidservant. Trust me when I say this is her greatest wish.

“Mitzi wasn’t lying about Grandpa Gene,” Caleb said, barely looking up from the page. “Not that I actually thought she was, but there’s proof right here. My grandfather told her to stay here, and he wants me to make her my maid.”

“Told’ya, brah!” the catgirl said.

“Done,” Yui assured the malkini, rubbing the scruff of her neck. “Of course we’ll keep a cutie like you around to clean the house!”

Caleb continued reading the words Gene Holdstock left for him to read.

By now, grandson, Gene wrote, you will have truly realized your destiny as a Crafter. I know that you are already beginning to reap the rewards that such a lifestyle offers, and with the tips and tricks I provided you to help you get started there is little doubt that you are the toast of Hades, a shining star in the Wyrdworld’s firmament…

“What tips and tricks?” Caleb said aloud, shaking his head. “Did that lawyer screw me over?”

However, grandson, there is something I have not told you until now. In truth, I felt that were I to let you know of the ordeal you truly faced with a journey walking in my footsteps, I feared that you would turn back at the threshold. That you would reject the Wyrdworld and all its promise and remain in the terrestrial world to live a normal life.

Fat chance of that.

What did his grandfather conceal from him? What could be so awful that Gene Holdstock would have held the knowledge of it from his own grandson and heir, in order to keep him on the path toward the Wyrdworld?

Caleb read on.

The role of Crafter is a burden, Gene Holdstock wrote. A glorious burden, to be sure, but a burden all the same. It is my hope, if you have followed all of the instructions I have given you so far, that you will have arrived in Hades soon enough that my seat in the Celestial Senate will still be unoccupied. Though I have shuffled off this mortal coil and traveled to a realm where none can touch me, most especially my enemies, they will certainly seek to place someone in my former seat who does not share my values. Who would not stop what is to come.

Caleb swallowed hard. What?

Put simply, grandson, you must run for my seat in the Celestial Senate. More than that, you must win it.

“Fuck,” Caleb whispered.

“What’s he saying?” Eira was across the room in the blink of an eye, eager to read over his shoulder. “Is there anything in there about harems?”

He shook his head and continued reading.

Should you not assume my seat, Caleb, a great ruin will come. Not merely to the Wyrdworld, or to our world, but to both. I have neither the time nor the strength to do what must be done in order to prevent calamity: for my time is almost up and my strength is almost gone. Already, I can feel the shadow of the reaper upon my back. You must handle things, grandson. This is my final request to you, the favor I will ask in exchange for bestowing such power and riches upon you. Take my seat at the Celestial Senate, and keep the worlds safe.

Damn, Caleb thought. He’s not asking much, is he?

His grandfather’s words shocked him. More than anything else, he wished he had the previous letters that Gene Holdstock had written for him. If he had them in his hands, was able to read them, he might have seen this coming. As it was, he was blindsided.

He was going to need to run for office? How? And when?

Only a small bit of writing remained at the bottom of the page. Caleb was so caught up in trying to figure out a way to avoid having to enter Wyrdworld politics that he almost overlooked it.

It is difficult for a man such as me to have friends, Gene had written. Lovers, yes—but true connection is rare. Should you find such things, grandson, in your walk, I would ask that you cherish them. The love of a good woman is beyond all price.

He most certainly would. He glanced up from the page at Eira and Yui and promised his grandfather that, right then and there.

Friends of the opposite sex are a rarity for a man such as I, but I do have ONE. Should you still require help, my grandson and heir, it may be possible for you to speak with her. She left the Wyrdworld long ago, but still resides near an entrance point to the world below. She resides in the nearby village of Wolfe’s Hollow. In fact, you may have already met her.

Caleb dropped the page. It fluttered to the ground, blurring in his vision as the realization hit. Suddenly Eira and Yui were both on their feet.

“What is it?” Yui asked. “Caleb, what did he tell you?”

Caleb wasn’t looking at them. His gaze had traveled to the corner of the living room, where that strange portrait hung among all the others his grandfather had collected. He stared at the ethereally beautiful woman, at her auburn hair and her moon-shaped face. She was young in the portrait—so much younger than she was now. But at long last, Caleb recognized the woman who’d had pride of place in his grandfather’s living room.

He had her card in his wallet.

“That woman,” Caleb said, reaching into his pocket. “I know where we’ve met her before.”

He pulled out the card the woman at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire had given him. She’d told him to contact her if he needed anything—and at the time, he had no idea how much he was going to need her help.

The business card was a simple one, little more than a name and contact info:

Yui’s eyes widened first. She looked from the card to the portrait on the wall, then back again, her mouth forming a perfect little ‘o’ of shock. “This Desdemona Valente... she’s the woman who ran the sewing circle!”

Eira soon joined her. “That lady did seem to know a lot about Belleteyn. Shit, I shouldn’t have noticed!”

“This woman,” Caleb said, swallowing hard. “Desdemona. She knew my grandfather. She knows the Wyrdworld!”

He had to find her, and fast. Maybe she’d have the answers he so desperately needed.

Like: how the hell was he supposed to run for his grandfather’s Senate seat?


Chapter 12

Mitzi turned out to be an even better maid than Caleb expected.

Securing the malkini’s services as his house servant was something he’d dreaded, especially knowing how long she’d been squatting at his grandfather’s home while unregistered. But the office he called barely even noticed the strangeness of his request.

“Oh, of course,” the agent said, sounding only too happy to reduce the population of malkini running around Hades by one. “Don’t even worry about the paperwork, honestly! We’ll send you the proper documentation in a week or two, Mr. Holdstock. Until then, just keep doing what you’ve been doing!”

What Caleb was mostly doing was worrying. It was true that not a single problem in human history had ever been solved by worrying about it, but that didn’t mean Caleb couldn’t try. His grandfather’s note troubled him—most of all his exhortation to run for his seat in the Celestial Senate. Up until now, he’d been treating the Wyrdworld like a fun game he could dip into or out of as much as he pleased. But holding political office would tie him to Hades, and probably keep him there for the rest of his life.

After he’d finished reading his grandfather’s letter, he’d given it to Eira and Yui. They’d accepted the news with slightly more grace than he had, and Eira even looked a little excited at the prospect of her man holding political power in the Wyrdworld. Both of them agreed he needed to take his grandfather’s wishes seriously, however he ended up deciding to go.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Eira explained. Two days had passed since they had come to live at his new apartment, and the place was just beginning to feel like home. Normally it would have taken much longer, but having his girlfriends around made any place he traveled to feel like a love nest. “Honestly, it was what I was going to suggest to you even before I read your grandfather’s letter.”

“You really think so?” Yui asked. “That Caleb should be a Senator?”

The television in the living room was turned to the Wyrdworld News Network, with the volume down low and the captions running. Caleb had been watching a lot of TV over the last couple of days—for him, it was a way to acclimate himself quickly to the culture of the Wyrdworld. If he was going to become a politician in the near future, he needed to immerse himself in Hades: its history, its current events, even its jokes and memes. He still wasn’t sure if he was going to take over where his grandfather left off, but it couldn’t hurt to learn.

Eira nodded. She twirled a lock of silvery hair around her finger and took a sip from her steaming mug of coffee. The dress code around the apartment was pretty casual, though they’d stopped walking around naked once they’d adopted Mitzi as their maid. The elf wore a big, puffy sweater with nothing underneath, her long legs poking out from beneath it to play idly with Caleb’s lap.

“I’ll tell you what I think,” Eira said. On the TV, a talking head started discussing a bill that had been recently proposed in the Celestial Senate to modify the current status of the malkini. “If Caleb is really planning to stay in Hades—to move between worlds and live in both, the way Gene Holdstock did—then taking over his grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate is the best career move he could possibly make. It’ll give him even more security in Hades than being a Crafter.”

“And me having a literal harem wouldn’t be a disqualifying factor?” Caleb asked.

He was joking. He knew from his constant TV watching that no one would care. It had always been accepted, if uncommon, for powerful men and celebrities in the Wyrdworld to have multiple partners, but the advent of the malkini in Hades had altered society in just a few short years. The massive gender imbalance in this part of the Wyrdworld meant that pretty much every guy in the prime of his life with a little bit of power was bouncing around between multiple women.

Eira knew it, too. She shot him a sly look as she caressed his thigh with her toes.

“Honestly, Caleb? I think the only thing you’re likely to get pushback about is how small your harem is.” She wiggled her eyebrows in Yui’s direction, as she knew talking about Caleb hooking up with other women turned Yui on like nothing else. “A guy like you would be expected to have at least six or seven girls on his arm at any given time. Especially if you’re gunning for the seat of a legend like Gene Holdstock.”

Six? Seven? Caleb tried to imagine having that many beautiful women lounging around his apartment in very little clothing. His mind filled in the blanks, populating the couches with the cute demoness and the pretty goblins he’d seen out in the streets of Hades.

“Caleb is new in town,” Yui said. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes looked feverish with excitement at the prospect of talking about this. “He hasn’t had time to meet many women yet. And don’t forget, he’s brought his childhood best friend from the human world along with him.” She beamed at him. “People are going to assume it took him a while to get me okay with the whole ‘harem’ thing. They don’t need to know the truth.”

Caleb chuckled. “What if I’m satisfied with the two ladies I’ve already got?”

As he spoke, Mitzi sashayed across the living room with a dustpan and a small broom, sweeping up the dust off the furniture. Once she was done, she collected the plates from breakfast and made her way back into the kitchen with a friendly brah.

As a malkini, Mitzi was great. True to her word, she hadn’t tried to ensnare Caleb or either of his women with her aura of adorability. Cleaning out the closet where she’d been hiding after Gene Holdstock left had been one of her first tasks, and she’d taken to it with gusto. The only thing the malkini had asked was to be allowed to stay in the bedroom she’d colonized—a request Yui had gladly granted.

It hadn’t escaped Caleb’s notice that that particular bedroom was the same one the catgirl had been using to snoop on him and his harem. Doubtless, the catgirl maid was still listening in on the trio every night—probably in between reading sessions of her depraved catgirl erotica. As long as she kept it quiet, though, Caleb didn’t mind.

Besides, Yui seemed to derive an erotic thrill out of the whole thing.

“In that case,” Eira said with a big grin, “we’ll respect your wishes, of course. And the girls we bring over to the apartment to party with us will be friends, instead of potential romantic partners.”

“Unless you want them to be more, of course,” Yui said, running her hand between Caleb’s legs.

Just as her fingers began to caress the bulge in his pants, the scene on the screen changed.

“Hey,” Caleb gasped, his attention drawn to the news report. “That’s us!”

It was indeed the three of them. Evidently someone had snapped a picture of them flagging down the taxi outside of Lady Lachrymosa’s office. There would have been little opportunity for them to be photographed otherwise. Caleb had been using the card Lady Lachrymosa gave him to order groceries and staying inside for the most part, both because he was interested in learning more about the Wyrdworld and because he worried about an attack by Belleteyn D’Amore.

The reporter was a cherry-skinned demoness with long horns and a lot of cleavage. Her suit was cut smartly and fit her like a glove. “Speculation abounds this week, as the heir of recently departed Wyrdworld titan Gene Holdstock has apparently arrived in Hades. The elder Holdstock’s seat in the Celestial Senate is still unclaimed, and the arrival of the young Crafter has set off a flurry of rumors that this young man intends to run for his grandfather’s seat. It’s left many in the Wyrdworld asking: just who is Caleb Holdstock, anyway?”

“Good to see the news is just as vapid down here as it is on Earth,” Caleb said, turning the volume up.

Yui kept on rubbing him, resting her head on his shoulder as she idly played with him while they watched the report. “What are they saying about us?”

The scene changed to an interview on the street. To Caleb’s surprise, the reporter on the scene was standing just outside of the tree containing the highway to Hades. Kerr stood by, her hair teased and her makeup clearly done by the network, with her guard dog by her side.

“He’s an interesting guy, for sure,” Kerr was saying.

“Would you say he has an understanding of the Wyrdworld?” the reporter asked. “Gene Holdstock was a true oddity in the way he adapted himself to our ways and customs—almost as if he was born here. Does his grandson have the same spark?”

“Kerr, you bitch!” Eira was up off the couch, pointing angrily at the TV screen. “Talking to the fucking press? How much did they pay you for that?”

“She didn’t warn the other clans in Hades we were coming,” Caleb said. It was getting a little hard to think with Yui’s fingers massaging him through his boxers. “She did us a favor, Eira. I’d say cashing out with an interview is a pretty small sin, considering.”

As if confirming Caleb’s suspicions, Kerr smiled at the camera. “Well, I can tell you that he already had two women following him into the Wyrdworld,” she said, gently tugging on her guard dog’s leash. “Following him like puppies, actually. Big hearts in their eyes and everything!”

Eira scoffed. “A puppy!? Fuck you, Kerr!”

The scene cut back to the gorgeous demon reporter in the newsroom. “Caleb Holdstock’s love life promises to be a tumultuous one. We’ve already received reports that one member of his harem is none other than Eira Greenwreath, a former fugitive sought after by the Omega Sovereign. Wyrdworld News has received word that Greenwreath’s debts have been forgiven following the Holdstock Heir’s arrival in Hades, from none other than Lady Lachrymosa herself…”

The scene changed yet again. It now showed Lady Lachrymosa sitting behind her desk, framed with trophies and knickknacks from her long career in Omega.

“Young Master Holdstock is extremely ambitious,” the vampiress said with that sharklike smile. “We had a very productive conversation shortly after his arrival in Hades, and I’m pleased to report he intends to step into his grandfather’s illustrious shoes—where Crafting is concerned, at least. And he’s been more than happy to allow Omega the humble task of handling his integration into the Wyrdworld economy.”

“Humble?” Eira’s eyes widened. “I’m shocked that bitch didn’t burst into flames when she said that word! Omega’s taking a third of your gross pay!”

Caleb shook his head. “Lady Lachrymosa’s only taking a third until the seven hundred and fifty thousand I agreed to take on gets paid off.” He’d explained this several times already, but Eira continued to nurse the grievance. Deep down, he knew she’d expected Lady Lachrymosa to forgive every penny of her debt in exchange for introducing her to Caleb. “After that, it gets much more reasonable.”

“Speaking of which, when is she going to get back to us?” Yui asked. The newscaster had already moved on, segueing into some story about a demonic orgy that had accidentally erupted into an orgy of violence. “That silent auction of hers should have wrapped up by now, right?”

Caleb wasn’t sure. For all her crowing about having the Wyrdworld’s newest Crafter in her stable, Lady Lachrymosa had been remarkably tight-lipped about when she actually expected him to pay the money he owed. For now, she was riding the wave of prestige he had brought to Hades, along with the minor celebrity he’d already acquired as the heir of Gene Holdstock.

“The Holdstock Heir,” Caleb whispered, rolling the newscaster’s words over his tongue. “I kind of like that. I might tell Lady Lachrymosa to start inserting that nickname into all of my official press.”

His words cut off with a gasp. Yui was no longer content with merely rubbing him through his boxers—she took him out of his pants and began to stroke, nibbling her bottom lip as she sighed and relaxed against him.

“You tell that lady whatever you want,” Yui said, her hand working its way up and down his stiffness. “How about the Holdstock Hunk? Shit, we could be the Holdstock Harem…”

“The Holdstock Whores,” Eira snickered, watching eagerly as Yui massaged his rod. “Hey, that has a pretty nice ring to it. We’re doing Lady Lachrymosa’s PR job for her.”

Yui planted a kiss on the side of Caleb’s mouth, then leaned in and parted her lips for him. It felt amazing, and his manhood began to throb in Yui’s fist. He kissed the girl hard, running his hand beneath her sweater to feel the smooth, warm body beneath.

As he did, his eyes opened. Caleb found himself staring at the portrait on the far wall: the one of the woman from the Renaissance Faire, Desdemona, when she was young.

He must have stiffened up or something like that. Yui pulled back a bit, her fingers slowing as she gave Caleb a worried look. “What’s wrong?” she asked, glancing in the same direction as him. “Is Mitzi back…?”

Yui expected to lock eyes with the malkini maid. Instead, she found herself looking at the same portrait as Caleb.

“Mmh, you like her?” Yui asked, turning back to Caleb. Her fingers moved faster, harder.

“She is beautiful,” Caleb admitted. “But I’m more interested in what she knows. What she can teach us.”

Yui chuckled. “Don’t lie to me, Caleb. I’ve known you almost as long as your parents, you can’t lie to me. You’ve got a little crush on Desdemona.”

Suddenly Caleb felt Eira pressing in on his other side. The elf watched Yui give him a handjob, giggling as Yui expertly stroked him toward his peak.

“She’s so much older now, though!” Eira said, frowning gently as she looked from the portrait back to Caleb. “Oh, wait—are you into older women, Caleb? I’ve heard that that’s a thing with some human males!”

“Not just some,” Yui chuckled. “Men love MILFs. And Desdemona is an absolute MILF.”

“MILF?” Eira frowned, her brows furrowing together.

“It means ‘mom you’d like to fuck’,” Yui said with a giggle. “Is that right, Caleb? You want to fuck Desdemona? You want to fuck her hard, while Eira and I watch?”

A wordless growl escaped Caleb’s throat. His balls boiled over, the familiar cresting feeling of an approaching orgasm tingling up his spine. Yui’s fingers never slowed, applying just the right amount of pressure.

At the last moment, Yui giggled. “Cum for me,” she begged, sliding to the floor and burying her face in his lap. “Cum in my mouth, Master!”

Her wish was Caleb’s command.

He grunted, his hips lifting off the couch as his cock jerked against the back of Yui’s throat. Yui swallowed hard as he shot, greedily sucking down his load as quickly as he could give it to her. The world blurred around him, settled, and went back to normal. When he was done shooting, he slumped against the couch bonelessly.

Yui chuckled to herself as she pulled off him. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and settled back onto the couch, toying with the remote as she tucked him back into his pants.

“Thank you,” she said, blowing Eira a little kiss. “I love doing that. The look on your face when you realize what it is you’re about to get is fucking priceless.”

Caleb nodded wordlessly, his gaze returning to the portrait.

They lay there for a few minutes, just relaxing. Finally he sat up, took a sip of his now cooling coffee, and turned the TV’s volume back up to an audible level.

“What we need,” he told the pair, “is a way to contact Desdemona.”

Eira and Yui shared a look.

“She knew my grandfather,” he continued. “You heard what he wrote—she knows about the Wyrdworld. She must have helped him in some way, aided him in his crafting. Which means she knows how these things are supposed to be done.”

“As do I,” Eira said mildly. “Are you sure this isn’t also a sex thing? Because if it is, I’m going to have to be the one to point out the incredibly obvious.”

Truly, she didn’t need to. Caleb had already thought that part out—had been thinking about it ever since reading his grandfather’s letter, in fact.

“You think Desdemona used to have sex with my grandfather,” Caleb said. “That she was part of whatever harem he had, back when he used to sit in the Celestial Senate.”

“I think it’s a distinct possibility,” Eira said, looking at Yui for support. “Look, I’m sure you don’t like to think of your grandfather as a sexual person. Nobody wants to think of their relatives having sex, unless they have something really wrong with their head…”

“Definitely not,” Yui agreed.

“But your grandfather was a celebrity in the Wyrdworld,” Eira said, giving Caleb a sympathetic look. “More than that, he was a sitting Senator in the Wyrdworld’s legislative body. He was expected to have a harem.”

“That doesn’t mean they were in a relationship,” Caleb said. Like he said, he’d thought about this. “My grandfather didn’t lie to me in any of his notes, Eira. He didn’t say Desdemona was his lover—just his friend.”

Eira smiled sympathetically. “Look at that painting,” she said, gesturing to the portrait of the woman near the window. “Does that look like something a friend hangs in their living room?”

Just then, Mitzi entered. The catgirl had discarded her cleaning implements—from the look of her, she’d been in the middle of scrubbing the breakfast dishes when the commotion from the living room brought her over.

“Is everything alright, Master?” Mitzi asked. “You three sounded like you were throwing elbows, brah!”

“We’re just having a conversation,” Eira said, shaking her head. She still hadn’t completely discarded her bias against Mitzi, but she was working on it. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

Caleb had an idea. What was that old adage about servants hearing everything in a household?

“Actually, Mitzi, you can help me out with something,” he said, sitting up. “That woman over there, in the painting. Do you recognize her?”

Mitzi made a show of examining the portrait, as if she hadn’t carefully cleaned every inch of the apartment more times than Caleb had fingers and toes. “Oh yeah, of course!” The malkini straightened up, a big smile on her face. “That’s Lady Desdemona, brah! She’s one of Master Holdstock’s closest friends!”

“Friends,” Caleb said, giving Eira a significant glance. “Is that all they were, Mitzi? You didn’t sneak up against the wall and listen to them on some romantic evening?”

“I spied on them plenty,” the catgirl said with a laugh. “But they never did anything like that! I got the impression Master Holdstock would have if she were into it, brah, but she wasn’t having it for whatever reason!”

“Do you know if my grandfather had any way to contact her?” Caleb asked. “His note to me told me to look her up, but she’s on Earth. In a place called Wolfe’s Hollow.”

Mitzi’s reaction to the request was strange. He expected the catgirl to be her usual, helpful self, but at the mention of contacting the woman from the other side of the door, her expression fell. She put her hands behind her back, her tail going curiously flat as she shifted from one foot to the other.

“I guess I can try to work something out,” she promised, sounding non-committal. “It might be possible to send messages between the Wyrdworld and the human one… Master Holdstock mentioned something like that to me just before he left.”

“He did? Mitzi, you’ve got to do that for me. Okay?”

“I’ll try,” the catgirl said. Suddenly she straightened up, stiffening as if a bolt of lightning had gone through her body. “Oh! But that’s not the only reason I came out here! I received a phone call just a few minutes ago from Omega.” She glanced back through the door from which she’d came. “From someone named Charity, I think?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s accountant.

“Charity called?” Caleb asked. “What did she want?”

The catgirl scrunched up her face. “She said something about an auction. You’d think someone as rich as they are wouldn’t need to throw a yard sale, brah!”

“The Silent Auction!” Eira cried, nearly falling off the couch.

“It’s done!” Yui added. Both of them sprang into action. “She’s found a buyer!”

And Caleb had his first official assignment as a Crafter.


Chapter 13

Thank God I held onto that card, Caleb thought as the taxi tore through Hades. This would have been a hell of a lot harder otherwise.

The demoness’s carriage took a corner sharply, the malkini pulling it nearly crashing into a nearby dumpster as they pulled the vehicle along as quickly as they could. People were staring, and not just because Caleb, Eira, and Yui were now considered minor celebrities in Hades. Their driver was being reckless in the extreme.

“We’ll be there in just a few minutes!” the demoness cried, glancing over her shoulder and grinning back at Caleb. “Rush hour traffic, you know? Sometimes you’ve got to put the fear of Abaddon in these peasants!”

The demoness was the same cab driver who’d given the trio a ride to Caleb’s grandfather’s apartment. After a brief consultation, Caleb had decided to ring her rather than one of Hades’s taxi services. The others were all owned by the clans, which meant both that everyone in the city would know where they were going and that they were likely to be harassed by the paparazzi along the way.

A little defensive driving was a small price to pay in comparison.

They sped through Hades’s business district, scattering other vehicles and attracting the attention of every pedestrian they passed. A few lifted cameras and shot quick photos of them as they drove.

The taxi driver made record time to the Omega building. A small crowd had gathered outside to greet the trio, throwing up cheers as they disembarked from the carriage. A few women even carried signs: Caleb caught sight of one that simply said HOLDSTOCK HAVE MY BABIES!

“Looks like you’ve already got a fan club,” Yui said, glancing at the group of scantily clad women.

The demoness took Caleb’s card and scanned it. “Want me to hang out here for when you’re done?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Sure,” Caleb said. “If you don’t mind?”

The demoness grinned. “Are you kidding me? This is the most excitement I’ve had all day!”

Even as she said it, several of the gathered women had begun to surround the driver and pepper her with questions. The taxi driver clearly loved the attention; in no time at all she was beaming as she painted a very exaggerated picture of the things Caleb and his harem got up to.

Caleb climbed out of the vehicle, followed quickly by Eira and Yui. The latter paused on the sidewalk, turning around and reaching back into the taxi. “Come on,” she said, coaxing an unseen person with her fingers. “We’re going to be late!”

There was a beat in which it appeared the cabin of the taxi was empty—then Mitzi stepped out. The catgirl was still dressed in her maid uniform, and blinked at the bright lights of Hades like she’d been buried under a blanket for the whole ride to Omega. Actually, that wasn’t all that far from the truth—Yui had insisted on hiding her. She’d been almost as insistent about her coming along in the first place.

“I don’t know why you brought that malkini,” Eira said, shaking her head. “You ought to have left her back at the damned apartment, Yui!”

Caleb wasn’t entirely sure why Yui had pushed so hard to bring Mitzi along for the ride. The catgirl would do anything he asked, since she saw him as her new master, but a meeting with Lady Lachrymosa wasn’t exactly the best place to showcase his maid’s skills. He wanted to make Yui happy, though, and she seemed to know what she was doing. So he’d said yes.

“Look!” someone cried from the crowd. “The Holdstock Heir’s got a malkini!”

“A malkini in a maid uniform!” a succubus chimed in. “Man, you think he’s into roleplay, or what?”

Anything else the crowd had to say was swallowed as Caleb and his entourage were hustled through the revolving door. The snake-haired secretary who’d been so snotty the last time she’d seen him was nowhere to be found—in her place were a pair of big orc goons in business attire, with dark sunglasses and earpieces.

“Mister Holdstock?” one said, looking Caleb up and down. “Come with me, please. Lady Lachrymosa is waiting for you.”

Several of the onlookers outside began hammering on the glass wall of the Omega building. As Caleb turned, one of the succubi from earlier tugged up her shirt, pressing her naked tits against the window and sticking out her tongue.

“Wow,” Caleb said, but the goons practically shoved him and his entourage into the elevator, shutting the door behind them. The last glimpse of the lobby Caleb got showed a couple more big demons in suits clearing the crowd.

“I saw her, too,” Yui said, winking up at Caleb. “Fucking hawt.”

The two men in suits remained silent the whole ride up. Even when one of the malkini pulling the elevator lost their grip and shook the whole box, swearing and throwing brahs around like it was going out of style, they stood there with stoic impassivity. Only once the elevator had reached the proper floor did they step out and gesture Caleb forward.

“Lady Lachrymosa is expecting you,” they said, dropping Caleb and his crew off at the door.

“She most certainly is!”

The voice that came from within the office was loud and sounded a little bit drunk. Was Lady Lachrymosa celebrating? She must have done even better with the Silent Auction than she thought, Caleb realized. Thinking it relaxed him a bit, and he slipped his arms around Eira and Yui’s waists as they were ushered into the office.

Lady Lachrymosa was most definitely in her cups. The tall vampiress sat at her desk with a half-empty bottle of something thick and red before her, with another empty bottle a foot or so away. Someone had dragged in an extra chair for Charity, who perched like a gargoyle on the edge of her seat as she watched her Mistress celebrate.

“Ah, there he is!” Lady Lachrymosa rose from her seat, her head nearly touching the ceiling. “The man of the hour! The Holdstock Heir! Come here, my dear boy—let Lady Lachrymosa give you a hug!”

The Lachrymosa who Caleb had met in this office a few days ago was a predator in every sense of the word—a cold, calculating businesswoman in a world of blood and money. Having her be nice to Caleb was so off the wall that it verged on absurd.

Still, Caleb allowed the vampiress to do what she was going to do. She embraced him hard, lifting him right off the ground as she smothered his face inside of her pale, ample cleavage. He found the experience disorienting but not altogether unpleasant—it was a little bit like getting into a pillow fight with a giant.

“Oh, Holdstock,” the vampiress moaned, sounding like she wanted to sink her fangs deep into his neck. “You are going to make me so much stinking money, honey! Would you believe it?”

Caleb waited patiently for Lady Lachrymosa to put him down, then settled into his chair with Eira and Yui at his sides. No one had left out a chair for Mitzi, so she sat cross-legged near the door, with her back straight against the wall.

“You brought a malkini,” Lady Lachrymosa said, gritting her teeth. “Well, I don’t suppose I care any longer! You’re the celebrity, Caleb, you can do what you want! Within reason, of course!”

“Of course,” Eira said, leaning forward in her seat. It had just begun to dawn on the elf how drunk Lady Lachrymosa actually was. “I take it the Silent Auction went well?”

“Well? Ha!” The vampiress tossed her head back and howled with laughter. When her mouth opened wide, Caleb caught a glimpse of crimson stains across her pearly white fangs. He wondered if it was just blood wine that she had been drinking in celebration, or if she and Charity had decided to pop open one of Lady Lachrymosa’s many thralls, as well.

“The Silent Auction raised a considerable amount of funds for your services,” Charity explained. She seemed far less drunk than her Mistress, though still a little tipsy. “So much, in fact, Crafter, that once this job is completed, your debt to Lady Lachrymosa will be effectively canceled.”

The head vampire’s eyes widened. “Quiet, minion! You were not supposed to tell Caleb that! I was to be the one who granted him salvation, and only after he came to my bedchamber!”

Her bedchamber? Lady Lachrymosa really was roaring drunk if she thought Caleb was in the mood to have sex with her. Though that embrace had certainly smacked of heat…

“My apologies, Mistress,” Charity said automatically.

“Human Crafter, I command you to forget what Charity just told you!” Lady Lachrymosa pointed a finger in the air. “Now, do you want to hear how much the Silent Auction managed to raise for you and Omega?”

Caleb chuckled. “From the sounds of it, more than enough.” Hearing that was a relief.

Lady Lachrymosa made a face. “Damn it, Charity, you spoiled the surprise!” She sounded a touch more sober, as if popping her bubble had flushed some of the blood wine from her system.

“Sorry again, Mistress,” Charity said, a faint smile on her features.

Lady Lachyrmosa took no heed. “Anyway, yes—you are good to go,” she said, waving a finger in Caleb’s general direction. A drunken smile spread across her face as she looked out over Hades, like a queen admiring the seat of her power. “But do not forget that it was I who made it so that you command such a high price, Holdstock Heir. My agents coined that term, and placed your stories in the press so that your arrival would send such ripples through the society of the Wyrdworld. Without me, you would never have been able to fetch such a high price for your services!”

“I’m very grateful for the help, Lady Lachrymosa. In fact, I look forward to a long and profitable relationship between the two of us. Now why don’t you go ahead and tell me about this job you signed me up for?”

Lady Lachrymosa nodded. She looked more than happy to get down to brass tacks. With her long arms, she reached for the remaining bottle of blood wine, then downed a big swig with gusto. She held the bottle out to Charity, cocking an eyebrow, but the accountant shook her head.

“Suit yourself,” Lady Lachrymosa said with a shrug. “The Silent Auction was a roaring success. Everyone who’s anyone in Hades wanted to be the first to contract a Crafting from the Holdstock Heir. I’m told that Blackveil and Greenwreath got into a bit of a bidding war over who would be first to secure your services, but the final bid came in from an anonymous patron who either is not affiliated with one of the three Clans, or does not wish to be known to be affiliated with them.”

“Anonymous?” Caleb asked. “Can they do that?”

Charity nodded. “The top bid was placed by an anonymous individual,” she said, ticking off figures on her fingers. “For now, they wish to only be identified by the letter M.”

“M,” Caleb whispered. “Like in James Bond!”

“I don’t have the faintest idea who that is,” Lady Lachrymosa said flatly. “Anyway, the client has provided us with a photograph of the first item they would like for you to Craft for them. Are you ready to see it?”

“Photograph?” Caleb asked.

“First?” Yui added.

Ah. There it was. The sharklike, predator’s smile that Caleb associated instinctively with Lady Lachrymosa. It was spreading across her face, stretching from ear to ear, and it made him wonder if she was truly wasted or had been able to control herself all along.

“Of course,” the vampiress said. “You did not think that we went through all that trouble and spent all that time and effort to secure the rights to a single item’s worth of Crafting, did you not?”

Yui’s brows furrowed together. “We… kinda did?”

Lady Lachrymosa and Charity shared a look. The pair began to laugh uproariously.

“Oh no… no no no!” Lady Lachrymosa slapped her thigh, jiggling her pert flesh. “We have a contract with this mysterious person, human Crafter! And as the grandson of the illustrious Gene Holdstock, you will no doubt fulfill the terms of this contract!”

Oh great, Caleb thought.

“The client will provide a number of items for you to refine,” Charity explained in a calmer tone. “The first will be provided within the next two days, and you will have a period of one week to open the Item World within the item and perform the refinement process.” She frowned. “There is, however, a rub with this first item…”

The accountant trailed off.

“What’s the catch?” Caleb asked.

Lady Lachrymosa made a face. “The client is requesting something a little difficult.” She waved his concerned look away with a gesture, smiling broadly. “Nothing that you can’t handle, of course! You are Gene Holdstock’s grandson, after all!”

Maybe that was the case, that it wasn’t a big deal. But Caleb thought he could see worry flashing in Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes, behind her big smile. What was the head vampire of Omega worried about? That he wouldn’t be up to the task?

“The item will be delivered to Omega’s offices,” Charity said, taking over the exposition from her boss. “After that, you may take it to your grandfather’s apartment and open the Item World there. Or anywhere else you choose. You will complete the first Stratum of the item, giving it a level of refinement similar to that which you bestowed upon your vorlesen.” The accountant nodded, then let out a sigh. “And then you will do it again.”

Caleb went still. The color drained from Yui’s face. Eira let out a shocked whistle. Behind them, Mitzi gave a little start and looked up from the floor.

“Twice?” Caleb asked. “Seriously?”

He remembered the basic process of solving an Item World from Eira’s introductory lessons in Crafting. Refining an object required him to traverse the world inside the thing being refined, traveling through it until he reached the point where he could either ascend to the next Stratum or leave. Usually there were puzzles or monsters inside—frequently both—but every item was different. And there was an element of randomness to their generation, as well.

Each level of an Item World was referred to by Crafters as a Stratum. Clearing each Stratum applied additional bonuses to the item being refined: but each Stratum was exponentially more difficult than the previous level. So much so that even when refining something as important as his grandfather’s staff, Eira had been too intimidated to try ascending to the second Stratum of his vorlesen.

If his new contract with this mysterious M required him to clear multiple levels of an Item World, then he and his party were going to have a whole new kind of challenge on their hands.

It’s a good thing I’ve got two beautiful assistants to guide me through the process, he thought, glancing over at Eira and Yui in turn. Both of them looked intimidated, challenged, but ready to support him in any way he needed.


Chapter 14

“Just so we’re clear,” Eira said, putting a hand on Caleb’s thigh, “this client is asking us to complete two Stratums of the world that’s inside this thing they’re going to give us?”

Charity frowned. It was clear that this point confused her a little bit, as well. “No,” the accountant said, taking a sip of her wine to cover her misgivings. “The client actually made a specific request for you not to clear multiple levels of the item.”

Now it was Eira’s turn to look confused. “That… that doesn’t make any sense.” She gave Caleb a significant look. “Caleb, there’s something fishy about this.”

“There is nothing fishy about the amount of money this client is paying,” Lady Lachrymosa cut in. “And they’re not asking you to do anything illegal, or even particularly strange. You’re simply to complete the first level of the Item World, refine what you’re given, then re-enter the new item you’ve created and refine it a further time.” The vampiress clapped her hands. “Simple as!”

It sounded a little strange to Caleb, but not so much that he wasn’t planning on accepting the job. “Interesting,” he said, leaning forward. “So is refining the same item twice over easier than clearing two levels in a single mission?”

“This isn’t normal!” Eira sprang to her feet, her eyes wild with surprise and anger. “You’re not supposed to go into an Item World, leave, and then go right back inside! That’s not something Crafters normally do!”

“Eira,” Caleb said mildly. Everyone in the office was staring at the elf. “Let’s hear the rest. Lady Lachrymosa isn’t going to foolishly endanger our lives when she knows how much money we can make her.”

Eira took a moment to collect herself. She looked at Lady Lachrymosa and her underling, realizing belatedly that both of them were as shocked as if they’d bit into a sweet donut and found something bitter waiting inside.

“I’m sorry,” Eira said, sitting back down. She took Caleb by the hand and gave him a squeeze, letting him know that she was there and supporting him. “But I’m concerned about this job. There’s something off about it.”

“I agree,” Caleb said, nodding at the elf. “It sounds strange. But I’m sure this client has a very good reason for asking us to do things this way.” Then he turned to Lady Lachrymosa. “And I’m sure you’re going to tell me what that is.”

The head vampire made a little urk of surprise at being called out. “I don’t ask questions like that,” she snapped, her back arching so much that her cleavage nearly spilled out of her top. But she recovered quickly. “I am not paid to question my clients. I am paid to ensure that they are satisfied, and that they pay me handsomely for my services. And if this client wishes to have a Crafter refine an item two times over, paying you a small fortune in the process for the privilege, who am I to question it?

“Yeah,” Mitzi cried from behind them all. “That’s commerce, brah!”

“Your malkini,” Charity muttered, looking a little surprised. “She speaks!”

“She can do more than that,” Caleb said, thinking. He figured the answer would be something like that, and that Lady Lachrymosa would sidestep the whole thing. All that was left was for him to make his decision. And deep down, he already knew what that would be. “Alright, I’m in. I just have one more question.”

“Very well.” Lady Lachrymosa shared a glance with her assistant that couldn’t properly be called nervous, but might have been a little worried. “You’re the Crafter, Caleb. The Holdstock Heir. Go right ahead.”

“Actually, now that I think about it, I have two,” Caleb said, amending his previous statement. “And I want you to be honest with me, Lady Lachrymosa. As honest as possible. Because I do see this as a long-term arrangement between us, and a mutually beneficial one. Which means I’m going to need to be relying on you for some things going forward.”

“Information.” Lady Lachrymosa looked gratified to have been complimented in such a manner. The vampiress was beaming, toying with one of her dark braids and looking Caleb up and down. “Alright, very well, human. Only because you are so attractive.”

He leaned forward, looking Lady Lachrymosa in the eye. Charity glanced away, unable to meet that unflinching gaze from the heir of Gene Holdstock, but Lady Lachrymosa was made of sterner stuff. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and met his eye.

“Tell me what you think,” Caleb said. “Who in Hades could be rich and powerful enough to buy out this contract? What sort of demon, elf, or anything else that you’ve got down here could pay us so much money, and manage to hide their identity from you and Omega?”

Lady Lachrymosa smiled. “You know that I have been trying to solve the mystery of our anonymous patron,” she said.

“Let’s just say that I knew a woman like you wouldn’t be able to resist finding out. So tell me. What have you found?”

“I have been doing quite a bit of searching on that score,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “And I’ve come to a conclusion that I accept. There are a very small—vanishingly small, some would say—number of individuals in the Wyrdworld who could pay the amount we received for your contract. Particularly while being able to afford the first item you are going to be Crafting.”

Caleb leaned forward in his seat. He couldn’t help it. “You know what it is?” he asked, intrigued. “Tell me.”

This time, it was Lady Lachrymosa who knew she’d hit the bullseye. “Charity,” the vampire said, reaching over to her underling. “Show Mr. Holdstock the image.”

With a nod, the vampire accountant produced a tiny handheld device from a pocket in her robe. With the push of a button it began to glow, generating a hologram just over the screen. It shimmered, its edges so blurry as to make the form within invisible as the device switched on.

Then the picture snapped into place, and all Caleb could do was stare.

For a moment, no one spoke. Then Eira let out a whistle through her teeth. “Holy shit,” she said, a hint of her former thief’s greed in her tone. “Is that real?”

Floating above the palm sized device in Charity’s hand was a hologram of a diamond. It was the size of a robin’s egg—back on Earth, it would have been worth a fortune. Caleb had no idea how much it was worth here in the Wyrdworld, but it had to be roughly equivalent from Eira’s reaction.

“I have confirmed through M’s sources that this is no piece of costume jewelry,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “You and your group will be provided with the genuine article, to be transformed by your powers.”

“A fabulously valuable treasure,” Charity mused, running a finger along the edge of the projection. “It will be delivered to your grandfather’s apartment—your apartment now, Crafter—by armored car, under lock and key. Part of our arrangement with this M is to keep their treasure safe.”

“Do not think that you would be able to steal it!” Lady Lachrymosa teased. She waved a finger in Caleb’s face, as if he were some naughty schoolboy in need of a little remedial discipline. “We keep track of such things, you know. Omega is putting its trust in you, Caleb. If anything should happen to that diamond…”

He shook his head. “The only thing that’s going to happen to that diamond is that it’s going to be Crafted. Twice.”

The head vampire made a steeple of her fingers. “Excellent.” She moved as if to end the meeting, then thought better of it. “There is one more matter we must discuss before I let you go, Caleb.”

He thought he detected a note of hesitation in the vampiress’s voice. He couldn’t imagine what there could be that the leader of Omega didn’t wish to bring up in his presence.

“That’s probably a good thing,” he said, grinning over at his companions. “I’m pretty tired. We’ve had a busy day, and we’d like to get a little afternoon nap in before nightfall.”

Charity perked up. “You have evening plans?”

“I was thinking about taking in some of the city’s nightlife,” he said, deciding the spur of the moment. “I believe you mentioned something during our last meeting about making a bigger stir in the city, Lady Lachrymosa. Figured I might as well take your advice. Have a little fun.” He was gratified to see both Eira and Yui were looking forward to it.

Lady Lachrymosa’s brows rose. “Interesting,” she said, a strange catch in her voice. “I wanted to speak with you about something very similar. It concerns your harem.” She made a face. “Or rather, your lack of a harem.”

A wave of amusement settled over Caleb. He glanced over at Eira, then at Yui, smirking at his girls before returning his attention to the vampiress on the other side of the desk.

“I’m pretty sure I’ve got a harem already,” he said. “If I don’t, then it’s certainly news to the two women warming my bed every night…”

Lady Lachrymosa held up a hand. “I’m certain that where you come from, that would be considered a harem,” she said, a faintly distasteful look on her face. “We have heard that your men and your women are quite… prudish in the world you call home.”

“Two women is disappointing,” Charity said. Unlike her Mistress, she managed to sound honestly sympathetic about Caleb’s situation. “Even spriggans can manage to attract two women to their side. And nobody likes spriggans.”

“We understand that it takes time for newcomers to acclimate to the culture of the Wyrdworld,” Lady Lachrymosa said, a sympathetic smile spreading across her face. “But you should really have more partners than you currently do, Caleb. You’re a much younger man than your grandfather, and you’re a rising star in South Hades. The fact that you’re not running around with every prime piece in the Wyrdworld… well….”

Lady Lachrymosa made a gesture with her hand. In Caleb’s world, it meant ‘so-so’, but he sensed that here it was a bit more negative in nature.

“People are going to talk,” the vampiress finished with a shrug.

Caleb raised an eyebrow. “How many women do you want me to surround myself with? Twenty?”

He expected Lady Lachrymosa to laugh. She did not.

“Twenty would be a bit much,” the vampiress said with a shrug. “Seven or eight would be about what is expected. Ten would be ideal. More than that, and you might be thought a bit too much of a horndog. But just a bit.”

Caleb scoffed. What kind of world was this?’

Hades, that’s what, he thought, swallowing hard. When in Rome…

Yui leaned forward, looking interested. “So you’re saying we need to find five more women to join the harem,” Yui said with a grin. “Tonight?”

“We should be able to do that,” Eira added, beaming over at her partner. “Couple more elves, a goblin, maybe a succubus or two…”

“You want us to throw a party, we should throw a par-tay,” Yui said, her eyes shining. “Make all the gossip columns the next morning!”

Caleb half rose from his seat. “Wait, wait, wait,” he said, shaking his head. “This is my decision to make. And there’s no way I’m adding five more women to my harem in a single night.”

The logistics of it alone were enough to make Caleb’s head spin. Not to mention he had enough on his plate.

Fortunately, Lady Lachrymosa had the answer.

“I sense your distress,” she said, leaning forward across the desk. Her cleavage nearly spilled from her lacy black top, her pale flesh framed by her two midnight black braids. “I know you would prefer to move slower in matters of the heart, Caleb. So Charity and I have cooked up a solution for you. Something that will allow you to take your time selecting your future harem girls, and thoroughly audition them before adding them to your menagerie of mates.”

That sounded almost too good to be true. Caleb immediately worried what Lady Lachrymosa wanted in return. Still, if it could solve his problem, it was best to at least hear the vampiress out.

“How?” he asked.

That shark-like grin spread across Lady Lachrymosa’s features. “If we can’t win over the press, we intimidate them,” she said, clearly more in her element when an implicit threat of violence was added to the conversation. “We make sure you are captured in public with someone who is dangerous enough that prospective applicants for your harem would be terrified of her. Someone who is the equivalent of six or seven elves! No offense, Greenwreath, but you know it’s true.”

“None taken,” Eira said, a strange look of glee on her face. “I think I like where this is going, Lady L.”

“Yes,” the vampiress said, making a face. “You would.”

Suddenly the pieces clicked together in Caleb’s head. Someone dangerous and intimidating. Someone who was literally as big as several other mates put together…

He had to work very hard to keep a shocked, disbelieving laugh from escaping his throat. “You’re talking about yourself,” he said, his jaw dropping. “You want me to go out with you?”

“It was my idea,” Charity piped in, looking pleased with herself for thinking of it. “I originally suggested a lesser vampire within Omega’s power structure—perhaps even myself. But Lady Lachrymosa immediately insisted it had to be her. No one else would do.”

“No one else has quite the… fearsome reputation in this town that I do,” Lady L said, showing her fangs. “Yes, I am suggesting that you and I go to dinner, Caleb. There is a lovely Mexican-Demonic Fusion Bistro in the more fashionable quarter of South Hades that has been getting rave reviews lately, and I think you would enjoy both the food and the attention.”

Caleb was more than a little stunned. “What would you eat?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s brows furrowed together. “Trust me, I would manage,” she said, looking a bit flustered by the question. “Really, this is for the best, Caleb. Both of our profiles would be raised by the relationship. You, because you’re dating one of the most powerful women in Hades—and because doing so will keep the press off your back for several months, giving you time to select new women to fill out your harem.”

“And you?” Caleb couldn’t help but ask. “What do you get out of it?”

“Other than the naughty thrill of being with a man one-hundredth of my age?” Lady Lachrymosa asked sarcastically. “Caleb. You are the hot new thing in Hades. Everyone is speculating about you: what you will do, who you will fuck, whether you will run for your grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate. I will be the talk of the town with you on my arm!”

The more she talked about it, the more Lady Lachrymosa’s idea began to make sense. He was an important person now, a celebrity in the Wyrdworld—but also an unknown quantity. A wildcard in the deck of demons, elves, and fantasy creatures that ran South Hades. Linking himself explicitly (in the most explicit possible terms, no less) with the leader of Omega would give him some much needed stability in the press, and would keep speculation about his harem at bay. His girls deserved that.

Eira and Yui looked intrigued by the idea as well.

“You want to go on a date with our man?” Yui asked, crossing one leg over the other.

Eira snorted. “Guess who’s the slut now?”

“Don’t get it twisted,” Lady Lachrymosa growled, her eyes narrowing to slits. “This is a PR campaign, Greenwreath. Something to get the hoi polloi talking, and put our pictures in the gossip columns. Nothing more than that.”

That’s what Lady Lachrymosa said. But her eyes didn’t match the tone of her voice. There was something about the idea of going out with Caleb that the vampiress found intriguing, even beyond the obvious value it had as a PR stunt.

“If you say so,” the elf grumbled.

Yui frowned. “That’s disappointing,” she said, casting her gaze around the room. “I would have liked to have seen the two of you together.”

“Are you kidding?” Eira snorted. “She’s like, a whole foot taller than Caleb.”

“He’s scaled mountains before,” Yui said with a shrug. Then she grinned. “Wouldn’t mind watching him climb Mt. Lachrymosa one bit.”

“Yes, well!” Lady Lachrymosa made a sweeping gesture, as if she were trying to remove the mental image of that from her mind. Yet wasn’t there a faint excitement detectable behind that pale face and those blood-red lips?

The meeting wrapped up quickly after that. “I will be in contact within the next few days,” Charity promised as they rose to leave. “We’re thinking of scheduling your dinner with Lady Lachrymosa just before your Crafting, so that both news articles will hit the press one right after the other.”

“A one-two punch,” Eira said, nodding with approval. “I like it!”

Charity’s smile told them she knew they would. “Expect an invitation within the next two or three days,” she said, waving her fingers. “A limousine will pick you up. And I hope I don’t need to remind you all of this, but this will be a solo venture.”

“We don’t get to come?” Eira sounded a little surprised.

“With ordinary succubi or elves, it would be acceptable for you to bring your entourage along while auditioning a harem member,” Charity explained. “With someone of Lady Lachrymosa’s stature, the press would interpret such a move as a stealth insult.” The accountant smiled. “So no, it will just be Caleb and my Mistress!”

“Great,” he said, plastering on a smile. What the fuck is she going to eat at a demonic Fusion restaurant? Blood pudding?

The crowd at the front of the Omega building had mostly dispersed by the time Caleb and his companions made it back through the great glass revolving door. Only a few curious onlookers and rubberneckers remained, along with a pair of women sporting cameras who lurked on the opposite side of the street like vultures. Caleb caught a flash from one of their devices as he stepped onto the sidewalk and grimaced.

“Guess it’s all part of the game now,” he said, thinking about Lady Lachrymosa’s offer. Was he really going to go out on a date with a vampire?

The demoness and her taxi waited on the curb. The woman maintaining the carriage had apparently pulled a small paperback book out of a pocket next to the driver’s seat. She looked engaged in her reading and had her feet up on the dashboard like she didn’t even see the world around her.

This impression was only strengthened when Caleb walked up and rapped on the glass of the window with his knuckles. The demoness gave a start as if a bolt of lightning had struck the street, letting out a yelp as she dropped her book.

“Damn it!” she cried, reaching for the volume as it slipped between the seats. “Now I’m going to have a hell of a time finding my page!”

“We’re ready to leave,” Caleb said, looking down the block. The two women with their cameras were still lurking in a nearby alley—probably to snap pictures of the group as they drove away—but everyone else was dispersing. Omega’s security must have done wonders for the log jam.

They climbed into the carriage, and it set off down the road. Eira and Yui almost immediately collapsed into Caleb’s lap, while Mitzi sat on the cushions across from his own.

“That… was a hell of a meeting,” Eira confessed, fanning her face with her long, slender fingers. “I never thought I’d be watching you go on a date with a vampire.”

“I never thought I’d be looking forward to it this much.” Yui planted a kiss on Caleb’s cheek as she spoke. “That vampire can say whatever she wants about ‘PR campaigns’, but I think she’s just looking for a little personal time with Caleb’s staff.”

Caleb chuckled. “Of course you two are talking about my date. And not the incredibly expensive diamond we’re going to be entering in a couple of days.”

To tell the truth, it made him more than a little nervous to be trusted with so much. He had an idea for how he was going to handle that, and he’d tell his girlfriends all about it once they got back to the apartment.

But for now, he was going to enjoy the ride.


Chapter 15

Once Caleb got back to the apartment, it was time for a conversation. Mitzi made to head to her personal quarters as soon as they walked through the door, but Caleb stopped her.

“Would you mind getting the three of us some drinks?” he asked, gesturing at the kitchen. “And get something for yourself, too. I want to hear your thoughts about what I’ve got to say.”

The malkini gave him a shocked look. “Me?” Caleb nodded. “You served my grandfather for a long time. I’d be interested in hearing what you have to say. Either way, I’d rather you hung out with us instead of hiding off on your own. You might be a maid, but that’s not all you are, and I don’t intend to treat you like that’s all you are.”

Mitzi seemed shocked.

So did Eira.

“You’re serious?” the elf asked, putting her hands on her hips as soon as the catgirl had disappeared into the kitchen. “You want her to be part of the meeting?”

“Why wouldn’t she be?” Caleb asked.

Eira sighed. “I know you want to be equitable,” she said, holding up her hands. “But Mitzi is a malkini. A freaking catgirl!”

“So?”

Eira bit down on the tip of her tongue, then sucked her teeth in frustration. “They don’t think about things like normal beings do!” she protested, casting her gaze at the kitchen door as she said it. She wanted to make certain it was closed, and Mitzi didn’t overhear. “All they think about is sex and food! They don’t—”

“They only think about sex and food,” Caleb said, crossing his arms over his chest. He tried to keep the smile off his face and failed. “Sounds like a certain elf I know.”

“Eira, this isn’t like you,” Yui said, holding onto Eira’s arm. “I know I haven’t known you for long, but I know you’re not a prejudiced person!”

Eira stared at Yui for a long moment, thinking. Finally she sighed, shaking her head. “You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry. Between this and Lady Lachrymosa’s office, I’m really losing my head lately!”

“You’re totally fine,” Yui said.

“Of course the catgirl can hang out with us,” Eira said, taking a seat on the couch. “She can even join the harem for all I care! Whatever makes you happy is alright with me, Caleb.”

“I don’t know about adding her to the harem,” Caleb said. He meant it—though the catgirl seemed interesting and was fairly cute, he didn’t feel that ‘spark’ that flew whenever he spoke to someone like Yui or Eira. Maybe it would eventually develop, but he’d cross that bridge when he got to it. “But I’m definitely interested in hearing what she has to say.”

Caleb and Yui got settled on the couch. They had little time to get comfortable before Mitzi arrived, carrying a bottle of expensive looking wine and a number of glasses on a tray. A small hand towel was wrapped around the bottom of the bottle.

“Good lord, we’re burning through my grandfather’s wine cellar,” Caleb said as the drinks were poured.

Mitzi shook her head. “No sir! Master Holdstock has dozens of bottles just like this one, brah! He used to have me serve them all the time!”

“I don’t think you need to worry about beer money any more,” Yui said, toasting him with her glass of wine. “You’re rich now, remember?”

“And in a hell of a lot of debt,” Caleb said, thinking of the tuition he’d taken on from Omega for Eira’s sake. “Here’s to getting that settled as quick as possible.”

It was a good thing to toast to, and all of them did.

Eira swirled some of the liquid around in her mouth, letting out an appreciative moan. “Oh, this is good shit,” she said. “Mitzi, have a glass already!”

The catgirl hadn’t poured herself any. She looked reluctant to do so.

“I don’t think I should, brah,” she said, shaking her head. “Master Holdstock never let me drink with him. Said it was unseemly for servants to put themselves on the same level of the Master…”

Caleb cringed. “Well, I’m Master Holdstock now,” he insisted, taking a sip of the wine. Eira was right—it tasted incredible. “And I say you pour yourself a glass and sit down. What I have to say concerns you as well.”

The catgirl maid looked like she wanted to argue with him, but wouldn’t dare contradict the master of the house.

“If you say so, brah,” the catgirl said, filling her goblet right to the brim. “Hey, Fae girl, scoot over for me!”

Mitzi leaned forward and gave Yui a great big sniff, her nostrils flaring. “You’re human,” the malkini said, “but you’re also part Fae. From the smell, I’d say it’s on your mother’s side. A fairy grandmother, maybe?”

Yui shrugged. “I only just found out a little while ago that I was part Fae. I don’t know where it comes from. My grandmother lived in Japan. She was a shrine maiden in Kyoto—she didn’t emigrate with the rest of my family when we came to America…”

Mitzi nodded. “And I bet she was really, really good at it, wasn’t she?”

“I mean, I’m sure she was,” Yui said. Her brows furrowed together. “You’re not saying…?”

“Kyoto, you said? There’s a portal to the Wyrdworld near there.” Mitzi was rubbing her chin now, lost in thought. “She wouldn’t have come to this side of the Wyrdworld through it, of course, which is probably why no one here’s ever heard of her, brah! I’m guessing someone slipped through, seduced great-grandmamma Yui, and inserted a little Fae blood into her family line.”

“I mean…” Yui trailed off, then shook her head and laughed. “It’s pretty crazy. But I guess it doesn’t change anything. Especially if it’s that far back in my family tree.” A smile spread across her features. “I guess I can thank Grandma Yukio for these,” she said, wiggling her long, sexy legs.

“Damn straight,” Caleb assured her. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk about. We’ve got two days until my date with Lady Lachrymosa—and three until that diamond shows up at the apartment, if there’s no delay. Once it gets here, we’re going to be expected to refine the diamond. Not once, which would be tough enough, but twice. In a row.”

It silenced the entire room. Caleb’s companions managed to keep their worries locked away, trusting in their man to see them through even the most difficult spots. But even so, he could tell that this assignment troubled them. It was a tall order for them to fill.

“What are you thinking?” Mitzi asked. “You don’t think you can do it, do you, Master?”

Caleb sighed. “I think that every time I’ve survived an Item World so far has mostly been luck. I think that this”—he picked his vorlesen off the coffee table, patting the silver dog’s head—”saved my bacon in the fight against Belleteyn D’Amore and I still don’t know three quarters of the stuff it can do. So do I think I can refine this item twice in a row? Maybe. But I’m worried about it.”

“Me too.” Yui squirmed in her seat, unable to meet Caleb or Eira’s gaze. “I swear I don’t think you’re weak or anything like that, Caleb! You’ve saved my life, and I owe you everything!”

“It’s okay,” he assured Yui. “I think what I need is some help. Some expert help. I need to spend every moment I can of these three days training for the mission to come—to making sure that I can guide all of us through that Item World and get us to the other side.”

Eira set her goblet down on the coffee table and palmed her chin. “I think I know what you’re going to say.”

Caleb nodded. “We need to go back to Earth. I’ve got to find Desdemona—my grandfather’s friend—and bring her here.”

Eira and Yui looked shocked, but Caleb had been thinking about this. Almost from the moment he’d recognized the beautiful, ethereal woman in his grandfather’s portrait, he realized that Desdemona was his best shot at learning how to be a good Crafter in a hurry. She’d been with his grandfather for years, whether their time together had been romantic or not. She knew things—things about him that Caleb could only guess.

Sure, Eira could teach him a few tricks. And she had. But he needed more. He needed to learn from somebody who’d seen Crafting in action; who didn’t just know about Item Worlds from a book she’d read in magical college.

Both Eira and Yui looked over at the portrait of Desdemona hanging near the window.

“If she could help you out…” Yui whispered, nursing her wine.

“I’m all for it,” Eira agreed.

Now that wasn’t something Caleb expected. Yui’s agreement, sure, but Eira’s?

“You don’t have a problem with her joining us?” he asked.

Eira shrugged. “There’s only so much I can teach you about being a Crafter. If you’re going to do this and make a career out of it, you’ll need guidance. Ideally you’d have an entire series of instructional tapes waiting for you, narrated by Gene Holdstock and telling you everything you need to know about the art of Crafting. But if we don’t have that, then Desdemona will have to do.”

Caleb smiled at the thought. “You don’t have something like that hidden away in the apartment, do you, Mitzi?” It was worth a shot.

The catgirl shook her head. “No, sir!” she said, giving him a mock salute. She looked more than a little drunk—Caleb made a mental note about malkini being lightweights when it came to drinking. “If I had videos like that, brah, I’d watch them every day! I sure do miss your grandfather!”

“I wish I could have known him like you knew him,” Caleb admitted. He leaned over and put his hand over Mitzi’s furry paw.

The catgirl looked so shocked that she nearly fell out of her chair. She glanced up at him, her dark eyes wide, and spots of color rose to her cheeks.

“M-master!” she cried. Suddenly she seemed to remember herself and pulled away. “I’m only the maid, brah! You wouldn’t take advantage of a poor, innocent malkini, would you?”

Caleb had his doubts that Mitzi was innocent. But what was more important at the moment was that she was game for the mission.

“You said that you had ways of contacting my grandfather’s friends back on Earth,” Caleb said, leaning in close. “Could you send a message to Desdemona? Tell her to meet me at my grandfather’s mansion—say, tomorrow, around noon?”

Mitzi blanched. “You really want to bring Dez back into Hades?”

Dez? Is that what Caleb’s grandfather called her?

“Yes, I do,” Caleb insisted. “I need her to help me learn how to be a Crafter, Mitzi. Can you get a message to her or not?”

The catgirl looked down at the ground between her feet. “Yes,” she finally said. “I can send her a message, Master. I don’t know if she’ll get it, though!”

“Well, it’s worth a try.” He was more than willing to give it a shot—even if it didn’t work, he’d be able to look for Desdemona with the information on the business card she’d given him. “I want you to send a message to her tonight, Mitzi. I’m leaving first thing in the morning, so you can let me know if she responds before then.”

“First thing in the morning?” Eira gave a little start. “You’re not going to sleep in?”

Caleb shook his head. “I’ll want to get an early start of it. Plus, the emptier the streets are when I head out, the better. I won’t want any cameras catching sight of me as I leave Hades.” He perked up and looked over at Mitzi. “Can you call my usual taxi girl and have her on standby?”

As Mitzi nodded, the other two women on the couch stared at Caleb, dawning recognition in their eyes.

“You mean to go this alone,” Eira said. “Don’t you?”

Caleb was more than a little surprised they hadn’t figured it out yet. “I can move faster by myself. There’s no reason for me to trouble the rest of you—”

It was as far as he got.

In the blink of an eye, Eira and Yui were over to Caleb’s side of the couch. They grabbed him and held him, clinging to him in a way that reminded him of the flood of malkini he’d fought his way through the first time he’d entered an Item World. Neither of them were going to let him get off the couch without changing his tune.

“You’re not going anywhere without us,” Yui insisted. “Where you go, we go!”

“Maybe Mitzi can stay behind, just to provide us some cover,” Eira added. “But you’re taking me, and you’re taking Yui!”

Caleb couldn’t help but laugh. His harem’s dedication was touching.

“Alright, alright,” he agreed, shaking his head. “You two are trying to crush me. You can come, alright?”

The two women relaxed.

“Good,” Eira said as she sat up.

“Mitzi, you do need to stay behind, though,” Caleb said. “I’ve got plans for you. You think you can hang out in the apartment for a day or two and cover for me?”

The catgirl gave him a confused look. “I’m always here, brah,” she said, staring down into the depths of her wine. “I wouldn’t go anywhere, Master—not unless you commanded me to!”

“Alright.” Caleb rose from the couch. “We’ll talk about the rest of it in the morning. For now…”

He reached out to Eira and Yui. They’d been clinging to him like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck just a few moments before, so both of them knew the score. They responded to his affection with plenty of their own; smiling back at him, they raised their bodies from the couch and embraced him in a hug from either side.

“Mitzi, hold my calls,” Caleb said. “Going to turn in early tonight, since I’ve got to get up in the morning. We’ve all got lots to do if we’re going to pull this off before anyone notices we’re gone.” He glanced at each of his women in turn. “You don’t mind hitting the sack with me a little early, do you, girls?”

“Who, us?” Eira beamed, her eyebrows waggling as she no doubt pictured all sorts of erotic delights in her mind’s eye. “Hell no!”

“I’m pretty tired, too,” Yui said. Her tone told Caleb she wasn’t lying, but that there were things she wanted to do before the three of them passed out. Perhaps she wanted to do those things two or three times, even. “The thought of getting under the covers with you two right now… mmh, it’s heaven.”

“It’s settled, then.” Caleb chuckled. His hand strayed down to both women’s asses as he led them from the living room. “See you in the morning, Mitz!”

As Caleb headed to the bedroom with his two beautiful girls by his side, he watched Mitzi watching him from the couch. She’ll be listening through the walls tonight, he thought, picturing the malkini maid with her ear against the plaster as he banged Yui and Eira’s brains out. Naughty little catgirl.

He was kind of looking forward to it.


Chapter 16

“You ready?”

Caleb stood in the foyer of his grandfather’s apartment, a backpack strapped to his back. A delicious morning’s breakfast settled in his stomach, while the three cups of coffee he’d hurriedly downed during the repast sizzled through his bloodstream, filling him with caffeine. It’s my apartment now, he reminded himself, looking around the place. Now I’ve just got to prove that I deserve it.

In the background, the telephone rang.

“I’ll get it!” Mitzi cried. She made her way across the living room, heading to the phone. At Caleb’s request, she’d moved it to a central location while he and his companions were eating breakfast that morning, so she wouldn’t miss any calls. From outsiders, or from Caleb himself.

The catgirl had a job to do.

Next to him, Eira shifted from one foot to the other. She wore a pack over her shoulders that was identical to Caleb’s own, with a pair of oversized water bottles strapped to each side. She carried Caleb’s for him, since the sides of his own backpack were occupied by something they were going to need as soon as they left the Wyrdworld. The elf looked even more keyed up than usual, and watched Mitzi with a mixture of expectation and suspicion.

“Let’s see if she’s able to pull this off,” Eira muttered. She looked up, realized Caleb could hear her, and colored cutely. “Sorry.”

“It’s alright,” Caleb said. His mind was off in the clouds, making plans. Assuming they were able to make it out of the Wyrdworld without suspicion, they’d have a limited amount of time to take care of their business and make their way back to Hades. “I’m curious to see how she handles this, too.”

The phone continued to ring. Mitzi picked it up right before the call would have gone to the apartment’s answering machine. A little display next to the earphone showed the Caller ID—Mitzi held it up as she answered so that Caleb could see.

It was one of the city’s gossip magazines. Perfect, Caleb thought. This would be a good test. Low stakes if anything got screwed up.

“Holdstock Residence,” Mitzi said.

It never failed to surprise him how quickly the catgirl managed to slip out of one persona and into another. The ditzy malkini with a constant low-level case of the horny faded into the background, replaced with a calm, professional assistant.

The voice on the other end of the phone said something Caleb couldn’t hear. Mitzi listened attentively, then let out a speculative purr. “What’s that? You want to speak to Master Holdstock? An interview?”

This was a show the catgirl was putting on for their benefit. Eira and Yui nodded along, both watching the malkini like she was an actress in a movie and the scene she was in had just gotten interesting.

As Mitzi continued to listen, she reached over and jiggled the mouse. A slender, newly purchased laptop stood on a table a short distance away from the phone, and it was the reason why the catgirl had moved the telephone out here. The acoustics in the foyer area were the best.

“I’m so sorry, but Master Holdstock is busy right now,” the malkini said. “He’s been in his suite all morning, and I don’t think wild stallions could drag him out of that bed…”

As Mitzi spoke, she flipped open a video she’d saved on the desktop. It went fullscreen, showing a bunch of catgirls surrounding a muscular demon dude on an oversized bed. A handful of the creatures were busy pleasuring the man, while the others teased and pleased each other, keeping the whole group ready and turned on.

Moans filled the foyer.

Mitzi said something non-committal to the person on the other end of the line. The catgirl walked away from the laptop, the earpiece of the phone on a long, twisted cord she used to step over to another alcove near the wall. She produced a frying pan and slammed it against the wall, creating a massive thump. With a grin, she did it again.

Soon the sounds of knocking mixed with the pornography in the background. From the way the smile spread across Mitzi’s face, Caleb could tell the deception was working.

Right now, there’s a member of the Wyrdworld press who thinks I’m balls-deep in about a half-dozen women, he thought with a chuckle. They won’t be surprised that I don’t pick up the phone for a while—after all, I’m busy. Doing what new celebrities in Hades do.

Mitzi and the caller exchanged a few more pleasantries, and then the malkini maid hung up the phone. She switched off the porn movie and logged off the laptop, practically giddy with glee.

“It worked, Master!” the catgirl said, jumping up and down. “That was someone from DMZ, the biggest gossip site in Hades. They wanted to interview you.”

Mitzi’s smile was infectious. Caleb, Eira, and Yui found themselves matching it.

“What did you tell her?” Caleb asked.

“I didn’t have to say much,” Mitzi said, wiggling her eyes in the direction of the laptop. “Between the moans and the thumping, they definitely think you’re in the middle of some decadent, depraved orgy! I even offered to set up a callback time for them to talk with you, but the woman on the other end of the line said she’d try you next week! When you’re ‘feeling better’!”

Caleb started to laugh. “If I was actually doing what it sounded like, my life couldn’t be much better than that.”

“It worked,” Yui said, giving the maid a high-five. “Now you just do that to anyone who calls, okay? Except for Lady Lachrymosa, I guess. You can tell her Caleb is meditating or something. Or maybe he’s in an Item World, practicing his Crafting for the big day.”

Mitzi nodded. “Either way, nobody will be thinking to look for you in Hades, Master! In an hour, all the gossip columns in the Wyrdworld will be saying you’re in the middle of a drunken bender, brah!”

“And that they shouldn’t expect to hear from me for a few days,” Caleb said, his heart leaping into his throat. “A perfect alibi. Is the cab ready?”

“It’s downstairs,” Eira said. “I already talked to her. The streets are clear. There’s not even a camera crew out there at this hour.”

“Great.” Because I got up at an ungodly early time specifically to avoid them.

Caleb was hoping to catch a quick nap on the way out of Hades. Despite how early he’d ‘gone to bed’ with Eira and Yui, he hadn’t actually fallen asleep for several hours after wishing Mitzi a good night. Even after they’d had their fun and the girls were snoozing in his bed, he lay awake for a while staring at the ceiling, feeling the immense pressure of the new role he was taking on in the Wyrdworld.

If he really was having an orgy with a bunch of new harem girls, life would be a whole hell of a lot easier. But then he wouldn’t be worthy of his position as his grandfather’s heir.

Eira’s intel was right—they had nothing to worry about as they made their way downstairs. At this early hour in Hades, the streets were as clear as a freshly shaved hockey rink. And about as cold, too. The lack of any sunlight meant that temperatures were damned cold until the rivers of fire started to heat up around mid-morning.

The demoness and her taxi looked bright eyed and bushy tailed, at least. “Ready to head out?” she asked, giving the trio an appraising look. “You three look like you’re about to go hiking up the side of Mount Abbadon!”

“Is that a real place?” Caleb asked, climbing into the carriage.

The demoness grinned. “You betcha! You wouldn’t really want to go hiking out there, though, Crafter. The Fire Orcs who live on the side of the mountain are seven feet tall, always looking for new lovers, and don’t take ‘no’ for an answer.

“Death by snu-snu.” Yui laughed, climbing in behind Caleb.

It certainly sounded like it. Caleb couldn’t tell if the demoness was exaggerating or not, but after a few moments thought he figured she probably wasn’t. The combination of ‘dangerous’ and ‘horny’ felt about right for the Wyrdworld.

“Is that where you come from?” he asked the driver, settling into his seat. He was in a joking mood—a lack of good sleep always made him feel a little loose and loopy.

The demon woman laughed. “Nah. I’m South Hades born and bred,” she said, looking him up and down. “Your elf told me I’m taking you to the border?”

“That’s right,” Caleb said. Eira was climbing in as he spoke; she was the last to enter the carriage. From the way her head swiveled as she settled in, he figured she’d given the street a more thorough search for cameras than the rest of them. “You won’t tell anyone about this, will you?”

“Who, me?” The demoness flashed the sort of grin that men usually had to pay for.

Suddenly Caleb realized how attractive she was, and how strange it was that he hadn’t seen it before now.

The carriage rumbled as it set off down the street, its team of malkini huffing and puffing. Vapor rose from the catgirl’s mouths as they jogged, though they looked to be enjoying the early morning exertion. The demoness glanced around furtively, then pushed a button to bring up the carriage’s roof.

“No one’ll see you in here,” she assured Caleb. “You three just relax. Catch some Z’s if you can. I’ll wake you up when we get to your destination.”

He was planning on doing just that. “Thanks,” he said, meaning it. “You know, I never caught your name.”

The demoness grinned, showing a mouthful of toothy fangs. “Name’s Mare,” she said, an inviting look spreading across her face. “Lesser demon of South Hades. Grew up not too far from Eira’s neck of the woods, actually. I think we might have gone to the same high school.”

“We did,” the elf said. “You were a sophomore when I was a senior. And I need you to do something for me.”

This caught her off-guard. “What’s that?” Mare asked.

“Let me know when we get to the big tree,” Eira said, leaning back in her seat. “There’s someone who works at the entrance who I need to speak to before we go.”

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to tell who she meant. Eira had to be talking about Kerr—the woman who worked as a guard at the entrance of the highway to Hades. Caleb remembered her oversized, three-headed dog, and the way it had dropped its fierce posing to roll over for belly rubs and lick his face.

He was looking forward to seeing her again, even if she probably wouldn’t be happy to see Eira.

Mare promised she’d do that. Shortly after, she shut the window in the front of the carriage’s cabin, sealing Caleb, Yui, and Eira in the darkness. The vehicle rocked gently back and forth as they made their way through the streets, heading toward the main thoroughfare leading out of the city and back to the surface of the Wyrdworld.

Caleb immediately felt his eyelids growing heavy. It was warm in the carriage, and the padded cushion and back of the seat felt so comfy against his body.

But before he passed out, there was something he wanted to know.

“Eira,” he said.

In the dim light of the carriage, he could see just enough of the elf’s silhouette to know she started. She must have been about to pass out, too.

“Uh huh?” Eira asked blearily. Yep. Almost out like a light.

Caleb cleared his throat. “Why do you need to speak to Kerr?”

Even in the darkness, Caleb could see the elf grin. “Because Kerr’s a chatty bitch,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “And I don’t need her telling tales out of school about you sneaking out of the Wyrdworld. Hell, I’m half-convinced she’s the reason Bellteyn was able to find you in the first place…”

Caleb wasn’t so sure about that, but he wasn’t about to question Eira’s intuition. “Don’t be too hard on her,” he said instead, leaning back against the cushion and closing his eyes.

“No?”

“She’s got a cute dog,” Caleb said, already beginning to drift. “Nobody who’s got a dog like that could be evil…”

The next thing he knew, the carriage was slowing to a stop. He snapped out of a dream where he was back in college and trying to make it to class on time, only to discover that he wasn’t wearing any clothes, and for a few seconds he wondered where he was and how he’d gotten there. Then he remembered the carriage and rubbed his eyes.

He could tell from how long he’d been asleep that they weren’t all the way to the border yet. He’d have been more well rested if that was the case. This must have been the stop along the way that Eira requested—the quick tete-a-tete with Kerr, the guard at the World Tree.

Eira was already climbing out of her seat. She either woke up faster than Caleb or was already awake, for she showed no signs of lethargy as she climbed over to the carriage door. Moonlight shone through the gaps as she opened the side of the vehicle and climbed out.

Always night in the Wyrdworld, Caleb reminded himself. That was something he doubted he’d ever get used to, no matter how much time he spent in this strange world beyond the door in his grandfather’s basement. At least in Hades, with the play of brightness and dimness from the city’s rivers, it was easy to tell day from night—up here on the surface, the sky was an endless expanse of inky blackness punctuated by a spill of stars. No doubt that same massive, orange crescent moon hung low in the sky, bathing the landscape in its ethereal light.

Enough light entered the interior of the vehicle for Caleb to see Yui. Yui was laying across her seat, snoozing gently with one arm over her face. Her backpack lay on the floor in front of her, bulging with supplies. Yui had always been a planner, and she’d filled her pack with everything she thought she, Caleb, or Eira might need on their journey.

She looked so cute that Caleb didn’t want to wake her. He slipped past her sleeping form and opened the carriage door with his fingertips, stepping out into the endless night.

The World Tree was just as he remembered it. Its branches stretched to the sky, tangled and twisted around each other like a thicket of thorns. The two lanes of the great highway leading below were as black as pitch.

Mare had parked the carriage just along the side of the entrance, far enough from the road that no one pulling out of Hades like a bat out of hell (a metaphor Caleb couldn’t help but permit himself) would be at risk of slamming into it. Kerr stood a short distance away with her three-headed dog, her face filled with trepidation as Eira approached.

The demoness sat in the driver’s seat of the carriage, sipping from an energy drink with a logo of a pitchfork on the side. She glanced up as Caleb passed, a drop of the fizzy liquid dripping from the corner of her mouth. She wiped it away with the back of her hand.

“Didn’t expect to see you up,” she said, glancing back at the carriage. “How’s your princess?”

“Sleeping like a baby,” Caleb said, his eyes never straying from Eira as she walked over to the guard booth. “I haven’t gotten to talk to Eira yet. What kind of mood is she in?”

Mare rubbed her chin with a gnarled thumb. Only now did Caleb notice that her nails were long and black, and that each had a tiny silver pentagram glued just beneath the cuticle. It gave her a very alt-model appearance.

“I don’t think she’s liable to raise hell for the moment,” Mare said, taking another swig from her can. “But if Kerr talks back or gets her dander up, you might see some of the old South Hades Eira I know.”

“Duly noted,” Caleb said. “Thanks.”

Mare held out her energy drink. “Want a sip?”

He fancied himself something of a connoisseur of energy drinks back home, having sampled most of the major brands’ many offerings during late nights pumping out his college work against a deadline.

He took the can (it was indeed simply labeled PITCHFORK) and tipped back an experimental sip.

Just that tiny amount of the stuff was almost too much for him.

“Good Lord!” Caleb gasped, nearly dropping the can. “My lips are on fire!”

It tasted as if someone had emptied an entire tube of pepper spray into the can. The overall flavor might have been acceptable if there were nothing more irritating than carbonation and sugar in the drink, but Caleb could hardly taste it for all the burning. He felt his eyes water.

“The Lord didn’t have anything to do with that,” Mare said, her eyes shining with mirth as she took the can back from him. “Strong stuff, huh?”

You could say that again. Caleb was a fan of that show on YouTube where celebrities ate extremely hot wings while answering questions, and if he’d had to insert Mare’s energy drink into an episode somewhere, it would have been right at the end where the truly insane levels of spiciness came out to play.

“It’s not really for me,” Caleb admitted. “I’m probably more for the mild flavor.”

Mare snorted. “Baby, this is the mild flavor!”

He chuckled, then shook his head and walked off. He had to jog to catch up with Eira; the grass alongside the road leading out of Hades was wet with what promised to be an endless amount of dew.

“…know that you’re in league with those bitches,” Eira was saying in a low, threatening tone of voice. “Don’t tell me you don’t take bribes, Kerr—I know for a fact that’s bullshit. If one single word about our little adventure makes it back to Hades before we do, I will personally—”

“You’ll do what?” Caleb asked mildly.

Eira had been so involved in berating the guard that she hadn’t even noticed him coming up behind her. Her eyes widened a fraction but she recovered smoothly.

“I’m just making sure my old friend and I have an understanding,” the elf said, jerking a thumb over her shoulder at Kerr. “Turns out she knows this taxi—even if we’d shot past like a fucking rocket without stopping, she’d realize what we were up to. Damned shame if you ask me.”

What wasn’t a damned shame was Cerberus’s reaction to Caleb’s arrival. All three of the dog’s heads beamed at Caleb, and three tongues wagged eagerly like the pup had just gotten out of an appointment at the vet and was looking to blow off some steam. Caleb wished he had time to play fetch with the demon dog, though he knew Kerr would only have been mortified by him doing so.

Caleb looked the gate guard up and down. She had one hand on Cerberus’s leash and the other on her hip and was massaging a bulge near her belt like she had a weapon stashed there. Caleb made a note of it but didn’t let it worry him.

Eira just snorted. “How do you think the authorities got that report about ‘noted fugitive Eira Greenwreath’ out so quickly, Caleb? Kerr fucking snitched on us. Little bitch was probably on the horn to Lady Lachrymosa before you even got finished petting her dog’s belly—”

“That’s a lie,” Kerr snapped. The guard looked so upset by the accusation that Caleb was almost inclined to believe her. “I never told anybody you were back in town, Greenwreath! I’m not a fucking snitch!”

Caleb sighed. They didn’t have time for this. The last thing he needed was his right-hand girl coming to blows with a gate guard. But at the same time, he had to admit that Eira had a good reason for what she was doing. They had to be sure that Kerr didn’t betray them. And that report had arrived in Hades with disturbing efficiency.

Maybe the truck driver who’d given them a ride into town had turned right around and sold them out. But Caleb didn’t think so. For one thing, the man hadn’t recognized Eira—Kerr had. And she knew Eira was a fugitive, or at least had been at the time.

How to deal with this? Caleb glanced back at the carriage. The demoness had finished with her energy drink and stashed it beneath the seat, and her team of malkini looked eager to get the show back on the road. Caleb hoped Yui was still sleeping through all of this peacefully, rather than wondering where he and Eira were.

Oh, he thought. When the idea came, it was so obvious he nearly slapped his forehead.

“My girl here says you accept bribes,” Caleb said, putting an arm around Eira’s shoulders. The elf stiffened for a moment, not sure where he was going with all this, then relaxed into his touch with a smile.

Kerr’s hackles rose. “Look, Crafter, I know you’re hot shit in town and you’ve got Greenwreath in your stable. But you cannot take the word of a South Hades thief as gospel. Especially when she’s impugning my character—”

“She’s not impugning anything,” Caleb replied with a grin. “I don’t give two shits about your character, Kerr. I want to offer you a bribe.”

The gate guard’s entire manner changed in an instant. The high-handed, moralistic posturing she’d been doing only moments ago dissolved, replaced with the hard look of someone who’d grown up on harder streets. Caleb thought again about Eira’s tight-knit clan back in the slums of Hades, and stopped wondering how it was the Greenwreaths managed to get their followers so deeply in debt.

“Well now we’re talking,” Kerr said. She leaned over and patted three of Cerberus’s heads, rubbing the scruff on the dog’s many necks. “What’s your offer, Crafter?”

Holy shit, Caleb thought. Only his recent experience in dealing with even crazier shit than this allowed him to hold onto a neutral expression. Eira was right about her all along!

Kerr was crookeder than a Soviet intersection. She probably had sold their information to Lady Lachrymosa, or one of the other clans in South Hades.

Her position made her the perfect person to buy information from. Her job meant that she could keep eyes on everyone who entered and left the main artery connecting the upper Wyrdworld to Hades. Someone like that was worth keeping in one’s back pocket, wasn’t it?

Especially for Caleb himself.

“Here’s what I want you to do,” he said, gesturing with his chin at the tunnel they’d come through. “Keep the news about us to yourself, at least until we make our way back into Hades. I don’t want anyone to know we’re gone—otherwise, they might start asking some uncomfortable questions. And I’d really rather avoid that if we can help it.”

Kerr nodded as if this were exactly what she’d expected. “Sure, sure,” she said, idly patting the back of Cerberus’s head. “And what do I get in return, Caleb? What are you offering me for my silence?”

Eira’s head turned, an expectant look filling her face. Clearly she was waiting for Caleb to name a figure. He was cash poor at the moment, but his apartment was worth a fortune—and was filled with things he could sell in a pinch to come up with the money.

But he didn’t want to part with any of that. He had something else in mind.

“How would you like to join the group?” he asked the woman.

Kerr couldn’t have looked more shocked if she’d been struck by lightning. The gate guard stared at Caleb, her jaw dropping open as her grip on Cerberus’s leash tightened.

“You want me in your harem?” Kerr said, her eyes filling with disbelief. She let out a little laugh. “You seriously want to fuck me? Don’t get me wrong, Caleb, but you’re not exactly my type. And I don’t like the idea of sharing you with Greenwreath.”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “Not for sex, Kerr. For a job. You really don’t want to work for Hades’s newest Crafter?”

Kerr wasn’t dumb. She could see a golden opportunity when one was being dangled in front of her eyes. “You’d hire me? Really? Why?”

Caleb knew any falsehood would shut the whole thing down before it could begin. So he squared his shoulders and told the truth.

“You seem like a resourceful person,” he said. “Lady Lachrymosa might have a bird’s eye view of Hades’s gossip networks, but you’re down in the thick of it, like a soldier. I could use that perspective.” He knelt down and held out a hand for Cerberus to lick. “And honestly… I like your dog.”

Cerberus was eager to show Caleb some love. Three tongues licked at his outstretched palm as the dog strained at Kerr’s leash, barking and hooting with glee.

“My dog!?” Kerr clearly couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“I’ve been thinking we need a pet at the apartment,” Caleb said with a smile. “A mascot.”

The three-headed dog was adorable and clearly loved Caleb and his women. He wanted it waiting for him when he got home after a long, hard day, just like the rest of his new family.

After all, what was a family without a dog?

Kerr looked from Cerberus to Caleb. The guard clearly felt some level of admiration for the pup she kept on a leash, but their relationship didn’t go much beyond the business level. He could tell from the look in her eyes that she wouldn’t fight him over the dog. Especially not when she got a look at the kind of wages he was paying.

“Alright, it’s a deal,” Kerr said. The redhead smirked and crossed her arms beneath her breasts, giving Eira a look like a fox who’d just been promoted to hen house inspector. “I’ll keep my mouth shut until you get back, Crafter. And when you do show up at the entrance to the highway, I’ll jump ship and catch a ride with you into Hades. We can hand the highway patrol my resignation letter at the same time I sign your contract. Understood?”

“Understood,” Caleb said. “Who’s a good boy!?”

Cerberus was smart enough to understand what was happening. The big three-headed dog was practically doing cartwheels at the thought of being able to come home with Caleb. He wished he could take the dog with him back to Earth, but it was too risky. What if Cerberus ran off and got spotted by the authorities? There’d be a whole new cryptid in West Virginia if that were the case.

“Calm down,” Kerr whispered. Yes, the guard wouldn’t be heartbroken to hand over her dog. Not one bit. “Pleasure doing business with you, Crafter. See you soon.”

As they walked back to the carriage, Eira finally spoke up. “That was cleverly done,” she said, lacing her fingers through Caleb’s. “But did you really have to hire Kerr?”

He chuckled. “I know you don’t like her. Relax, I’ll make sure she’s nowhere near you. I’m going to need all sorts of people around me in the near future: PR flacks, rumormongers, and the like. I figure we’ll need a whole operation like Lady Lachrymosa’s before long.” He glanced back at the entrance of the tunnel leading into the World Tree. “Can you think of anyone more experienced to run it?”

Eira tried and failed. “Fine,” she said, climbing into the darkness of the carriage. She dropped her voice as they slipped inside to avoid waking Yui up—she was still asleep. “Just don’t expect me to bond with the bitch.”

“I won’t,” Caleb assured her, sinking into the cushions. “Some miracles are just too much to hope for.”

The carriage sped off, driving across the Wyrdworld. Soon they’d be back on Earth, and Caleb would have a hell of a lot of work to do.

But for now, he caught some much-needed rest.


Chapter 17

“I’m really hoping I don’t need these,” Yui said, looking down at the items in Caleb’s hands. “But I guess I should put them on, just in case.”

Caleb, Yui, and Eira stood in the same clearing where they’d entered the Wyrdworld proper. Despite the fact that they’d been in the world beyond his grandfather’s basement for a little over a week, it already felt like the Earth itself was something from a whole other lifetime. Caleb felt a curious mix of longing and trepidation at the thought of returning to the world he’d grown up in.

He liked the Wyrdworld. It was as simple as that. Part of him worried he’d have trouble finding his way back, but he knew Eira and Yui would help him no matter what.

At the moment, he was in the middle of helping Yui. As soon as the carriage stopped and Mare let them out of her taxi, Caleb had unstrapped the items he’d been carrying on the sides of his backpack since they’d left his apartment in Hades.

Yui’s enchanted bracers.

Once upon a time, they’d been her wheelchair—the device she used to get around after the accident that had taken away her ability to feel or move the lower half of her body. At first it had been her prison, but Yui had told him that once she got used to using her wheels, they became her freedom. Without them, she’d have been trapped at home one hundred percent of the time, unable to experience the independent life she enjoyed.

That wheelchair had been refined in an Item World. The very same Item World where Caleb and his harem fought the bounty hunter Belleteyn D’Amore and watched her get carried into the Wyrdworld by a horde of ravening malkini. Thanks to the magic Caleb inherited from his grandfather, Yui’s chair now fit around her legs—allowing her to walk via telepathic commands.

He strapped one of the devices along Yui’s left leg, tightening the leather bands that held the metal into place. As he moved to do the other, Yui picked up the bracer for herself and fit it along the muscle of her calf.

“I should probably learn how to do this for myself,” Yui said with a self-deprecating smile. “But thanks, Caleb.”

“Anytime.” He truly did hope that the bracers wouldn’t be necessary. It would be incredible if Yui could keep walking once she traveled through the door leading back to his grandfather’s basement. In fact, it would be a miracle.

But Caleb had already been blessed with more miracles than most men were entitled to. And so he planned for the worst, even as he hoped for the best.

“Be back here at the same time over the next three days,” Caleb told the taxi driver. He expected the harem to be back by the second day, but it was a smart move to have backup just in case. “We’ll try and meet you.”

“Can do,” Mare said. Then a knowing smile spread across the demoness’s face. “Hey, Caleb?”

“Yeah?”

Mare’s smile broadened. “I heard you offer that gate guard a job a little while ago,” she said, twirling a lock of her long hair around her finger. “You wouldn’t happen to be in the market for a full-time valet, would you?”

Caleb laughed. “Sure. Just be here when we need you to be, and we’ll figure it out once we get home.”

The demoness gave him a mock salute. “Yes, sir! You can count on me!”

Caleb knew he could.

There were no other preliminaries to complete. All that was left was to step back through the door, and return to the world he called home. With a sigh, he drew his vorlesen.

“You two ready for this?” he asked.

Eira and Yui nodded.

The silver dog’s head at the end of his staff glowed faintly as he put it to work. Eira had told him all he needed to do to reopen the door was to draw the portal in the air with his vorlesen. According to Eira, his willpower would do the rest.

Caleb’s skepticism dissolved as he saw the glowing trail left behind by his implement. It glowed like phantom power as he traced the contours of the portal above the wet grass in the center of the clearing—by the time he was done, he could see a mist forming in the center of the doorway.

“It’s working,” he said, his heart hammering against his ribcage. “What else do I need to do?”

“Touch the staff to the center of the door once you’re done drawing it,” Eira instructed. “That should be enough magic to pierce the veil and form a connection between the worlds.”

Caleb tried to ignore that funny little ‘should’ as he worked. Once the doorway was complete, he thrust the head of the vorlesen through the center like a battering ram, slamming it through the glowing portal he’d created like the point man of a SWAT team kicking down the entrance to a drug den.

As the silver head penetrated the fog, the mists cleared. Caleb felt as if he were looking through a crooked mirror, or a pair of glasses whose prescription were slightly skewed. Through the portal, he saw a bare concrete floor, a bunch of shelves, and some wooden stairs leading upwards.

It was his grandfather’s basement.

He’d found his way home.

“Come on!” He knew the portal was stable, but part of him still worried about it collapsing unexpectedly. “Let’s get a move on!”

Together, the trio stepped through the doorway. Behind them, Mare waved goodbye.

A searing blast of white light filled Caleb’s eyes as he stepped between worlds. Just like last time he’d traveled into the Wyrdworld, he felt a keen sense of dislocation in that moment between his feet leaving the ground of Eira’s world and touching down on the surface of his own. His stomach did a flip. Tilting forward felt like going down the steep hill of a rollercoaster, with all the mingled fear and excitement that entailed.

Then Caleb was through. The scent of ozone filled his nostrils as he walked across the basement, jockeying with the musty scents of the subterranean cellar. He was back in his house on Earth. Home at last.

Caleb moved out of the way of the portal and turned, waiting for his girlfriends to follow. Eira stepped through next, sliding between worlds with the silky-smooth motion of a seasoned traveler. If she still felt that strange nausea when she traveled in and out of the Wyrdworld, she gave no sign of it.

But Yui certainly did.

Yui took a single step through the portal and toppled. Her eyes widened as she slid to the side, losing her balance. Caleb reacted faster than he thought possible. He sprang forward and grabbed Yui before she hit the ground, preventing a concussion or worse. Yui’s face was tight with exertion.

“Are you okay?” Caleb asked, looking down into her face. “You hanging in there?”

A tear formed in the corner of Yui’s eye. For a moment she looked like she might succumb to despair, then she suddenly squared her shoulders and forced herself to her feet. As she did, Caleb heard the tiny servos in her enchanted braces beginning to whir.

“I’m alright,” Yui said in a weary tone. “I just lost all feeling in my legs, is all.”

Eira made a face. “Shit. Nothing?”

Yui looked down at her feet. “Nada. I’m totally dead beneath the waist again.” She sighed, shaking her head, and brushed a lock of dark hair out of her face. “I really hoped that spending a few days in the Wyrdworld might heal me up for good!”

Her voice cracked on the final syllable. Caleb could feel her anguish; he took her in his arms and gave her a big hug.

“It’s alright,” he assured Yui. “I love you no matter what, okay?”

“Ditto,” Eira said, making a scout’s honor gesture. “Forever and ever.”

Yui wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffed hugely. “I know,” she said, fighting back more tears. “God, I feel so selfish. I’ve got everything I could possibly want. A whole world where I can walk around and be completely normal and have amazing sex with the man I love. And thanks to these beauties”—she tapped the sides of the bracers with the tips of her fingers—”I can get along pretty well back on Earth, too. I should be happy, right? I shouldn’t be crying like this…!”

Suddenly there were another pair of arms around Yui. Eira’s.

“Hey,” the elf said, burying her face in Yui’s shoulder. “It’s okay! It’s a grieving process, you know? There’s nothing to be ashamed about!”

“You’re not being selfish.” Caleb took Yui’s chin in his fingers and tilted it up so that she was looking at him. “You want the best life you can get. Everyone does. And Yui, I promise you—if there’s some way to make it so you can be just as active on Earth as you are in the Wyrdworld, I’m going to find it for you. You can count on that.”

Yui smiled through her tears. “I feel like you’ve given me so much already,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it took me this long to realize my feelings for you, Caleb. I was such a fool…”

He chuckled as he planted a kiss on Yui’s forehead. “Nah, it’s my fault. I should’ve stepped up and been a man, told you how I felt.”

“The accident fucked everything up for us.” A strange look filled her face as she said it, and the wheels spun behind her eyes. “But it won’t fuck up our future, Caleb. Not anymore.”

“Not anymore,” he agreed. “Come on. Let’s go see what we’ve missed.”

The answer, of course, was everything and nothing at all. Caleb’s phone started buzzing even before they’d made their way up the stairs and to the main living room of the mansion: returning to Earth had restored his cell phone signal, and all the texts and phone calls he’d missed while he was away were now piling up. Most of them weren’t important: a few well-wishes from old colleagues, a note from the program director at his college letting him know he could apply for more bereavement time, the usual cadre of ‘special offers’ and telemarketing calls. Strangely he had a missed text from his grandfather’s lawyer, but it appeared the man just wanted to check in and make sure everything was alright with Gene Holdstock’s home.

Other than that, he had tons of notifications on his social media accounts. While he’d been in the Wyrdworld, everyone else he knew had been living their lives back on Earth. Taking pictures of meals, snapping selfies at concerts, and getting endlessly outraged about the latest news article or piece of gossip. Looking at his Facebook feed made Caleb feel like an alien trying to study humanity from a distance—it made him wonder why he’d ever cared so much about the damn apps.

A sense of weariness settled over him. “I kind of liked living away from all this mundane stuff,” he said, glancing up from the screen at his companions.

Both of them chuckled.

“My phone’s dead,” Yui said. “Honestly, I don’t think I ever want to turn it on again.”

“The Wyrdworld definitely has a different vibe,” Eira said. “It looks like it’s morning here?”

It was. Caleb’s phone showed the wrong time for the first few minutes after he left the doorway, but it had already synched up with whatever official clock it periodically connected to. Earth and the Wyrdworld moved on different schedules, but occasionally they strayed close to each other. Right now, the real world was a few hours behind Hades, and the sun had just come up.

Caleb flipped on the news as they made their way into the living room, just to make sure the world hadn’t exploded or World War III hadn’t broken out while he was gone. The sounds of talking heads filled the room, their voices both soothing and faintly irritating.

“I’ve got to call Desdemona,” Caleb said, reaching into his wallet for her card. “I hope I’m not waking her up at this hour. She seemed like a bit of a hippie, though. She’s probably up with the sun…”

Yui made her way across the living room and settled down heavily on the couch. “I think I forgot how to use these damn things,” she said, glancing down with anger at the braces wrapped around her feet. “I feel like a goddamn golem when I walk around the place! I almost wish I had my wheelchair back.”

“You’ll get used to it. Promise.” Eira glanced at the doorway leading to the kitchen. “How about I fix us all some pancakes?”

That sounded good to Caleb. “While you do that, I’ll make this phone call,” he said, heading toward the front door. “Yui, will you be okay—”

“Of course,” she said, waving him off. She’d already grabbed her laptop and a charger and was booting up her computer. “I’ve got plenty to do. Good luck!”

With a nod, Caleb stepped out onto the porch.

The air was chilly; it was probably going to be a cold day. For a few moments, he didn’t recognize Yui’s van in the driveway, then he remembered that she had rented it to drive up the mountain and surprise him. His truck was parked somewhere behind it, almost all the way back in the woods.

She’s probably paying late fees on that rental, Caleb thought, thumbing the phone number on Desdemona’s card into his cell phone. I’ll have to take care of that for her sooner or later…

The phone was answered on the third ring. The voice on the other end of the line sounded like it had been roused from a deep, dark slumber.

“This is Desdemona speaking,” a feminine voice intoned.

Caleb hesitated. For the first time, he considered the possibility that he’d been mistaken. What if this random woman from the Renaissance Faire wasn’t actually connected to his grandfather Gene? What if he’d invented all of this, out of a desire to find someone who could explain the intricacies of Crafting to him before he had to complete Lady Lachrymosa’s mission?

The woman on the other end cleared her throat. “Hello? Is anyone there?”

“Hi,” Caleb said, speaking a little louder and faster than he’d intended. “I apologize if I woke you up.”

There was a pause. “That’s quite alright,” she said, sounding far more alert than she had just a few seconds ago. “Am I correct in assuming I’m speaking to the young man I met at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire?”

Caleb felt like a bolt of lightning had just shot down his spine. She remembers me, he thought, thinking about the sewing circle Eira and Yui had signed up for at the Ren Faire. No, it’s more than that. She’s been waiting for me to call.

“Yes,” Caleb said, swallowing hard. “I am. My name’s Caleb Holdstock, and I—”

“I know who you are,” Desdemona said. She sounded amused, probably by how flustered he was. “I knew back when I met you at the Renaissance Faire. You had those two wonderful young women with you, and they sat in my sewing circle.”

“That’s right,” Caleb said, happy to be back on firmer ground. “Eira and Yui. They’re with me right now, actually, up at the house.” Suddenly he realized that he might be saying too much—that he might scandalize the much older Desdemona. “They and me, we’re…”

Desdemona laughed. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me, young man. I was once your age. The people who follow your grandfather’s path tend to end up in relationships that are… a bit nontraditional.”

Caleb decided to skip right past that remark. “I’m calling because I need your help.”

“I’m certain that you do. Tell me: did you manage to deal with that woman from the Renaissance Faire who was giving you so much trouble? The Black Knight?”

It took Caleb a moment to remember what Desdemona was talking about. When he’d first met Belleteyn, she’d been jousting in the Renaissance Faire’s tournament, wearing a suit of black armor and absolutely annihilating the competition. In retrospect, he should have known there was something funny about her right then and there.

“Sort of,” he admitted. “She’s not a threat right now, but she might be soon.”

“Women like her usually are,” Desdemona said, and now there was a strange distaste in her tone. “The silver serpents.”

Beware of serpents, his grandfather had warned him. He’d definitely been right on the money where Belleteyn was concerned.

“Exactly,” Caleb agreed. “I don’t know how well you knew my grandfather, Desdemona. But I’ve found some things among his personal effects that imply to me that he thought of you highly. That you helped him quite a bit.”

It could have been his imagination, but he thought Desdemona sounded flattered. “Gene was a rascal, but he was a good man,” she said, sounding as if she were thinking of long gone dinner parties and fun adventures. “You look just like him at that age, you know. The resemblance between you two is uncanny.”

“It is?” Caleb had never heard that before. Certainly none of his other family members had ever brought it to his attention.

“I mean, I’d have to see you again to confirm,” Desdemona said in a pleased tone. Now Caleb knew the woman was flattered. “But yes, you remind me quite a bit of Gene Holdstock as a young man.” There was a rustling sound, as if Desdemona had just risen from a rocking chair on her front porch. Although given the hour, it was more likely she’d just rolled out of bed. “Since you’re talking to me, I’m going to go ahead and assume you’ve investigated your grandfather’s basement.”

Yet again, Caleb felt a shock go through him. She knew about the basement. She knew about the basement.

Which meant she knew about the Wyrdworld.

On an intellectual level, he knew that since seeing her portrait hanging in his grandfather’s apartment. But now it felt all too real.

“Just answer yes or no,” Desdemona prompted helpfully from her end of the line. “Don’t add any details, just in case. Serpents sometimes listen in on the phone lines, you know.”

Caleb hadn’t known that. But now that he did, he didn’t intend to forget it.

“Yeah,” he said, trying to sound casual. “Yeah, I’ve seen it.”

“Quite the find, isn’t it?” He could hear the smile in Desdemona’s voice. “Thinking you might renovate it? Follow in your grandfather’s footsteps?”

He had to hand it to her. She’d found a pretty slick way to inquire as to whether or not he intended to become a Crafter. For all Desdemona knew, Caleb was trying to figure out a way to get a camera crew down into the Wyrdworld and make as much money off it as possible.

“Yes,” he said after a pause. “I am. I’m already making the plans.”

Desdemona let out a sigh of relief. He hadn’t realized until that moment how much the older woman had been waiting to hear it.

“That’s wonderful news,” she said. “Thank God. I knew Gene chose you to inherit his property for a reason.”

When Desdemona said property, she didn’t mean Gene’s house. She meant his crafting device—his vorlesen. Caleb could sense it, and so he decided to be bold.

“Yeah, he left me some interesting stuff,” he said, laughing casually. “Like this walking stick of his. Can you believe I’m actually using it? It looks pretty swanky, too.”

“I’d like to see that staff. You know, young man, I’ve been thinking quite a lot about the past lately. A very wise man once said that the past is another country. I think it might be nice to visit that country again some time. Do you take my meaning, Caleb?”

He did. He hadn’t even asked Desdemona if she would come to the Wyrdworld with him yet. He’d just told her that he needed help. But she was letting him know she was game. She was ready.

After all, she’d just been waiting for him.

“I think I do,” he told Desdemona. “Why don’t we have lunch at Gene’s cabin? Eira’s a pretty damn good cook, if you don’t mind my language. Maybe we could spend a little time exploring that country of yours.”

He could practically hear Desdemona thinking it over. Please say yes, he thought, crossing his fingers. He needed someone who’d worked with his grandfather before—who’d worked with a Crafter. Otherwise, he was going to be in the shit.

Finally, Desdemona spoke.

“I think I’d like that. I’ll bring a bottle of wine, provided you’re able to pick me up?”

Relief flooded Caleb. “That would be great,” he said, pumping a fist in the air. “Just tell us what you want and we’ll make it happen.”

Desdemona gave him her address. Caleb plugged it into the GPS on his phone while he had the woman on speaker, just to see where she was located. Her house was on the far edge of Wolfe’s Hollow, not far from where the Renaissance Faire was held. It would take him maybe a half-hour to get there.

They made plans for Caleb to pick Desdemona up soon. He was eager to get off the phone and let his girls know to prep for company. As he said his goodbyes, however, Desdemona cut in.

“Oh, and Caleb?” She asked.

“Yes?”

There was a long pause. “Your grandfather would be so proud of you, young man.”

Caleb felt a lump in his throat. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“No, thank you.”

Before he could say anything else, Desdemona ended the call.

Caleb stared at the phone for a long time before heading back into the house.


Chapter 18

Gravel crunched under the tires of Caleb’s truck as he made his way down the mountain roads. A classic rock station played on the radio at a low volume, fading in and out as the signal waxed and waned. By the time he made it to the main road it was nice and strong, and he turned it up to sing along to an old song about not fearing the reaper.

He hadn’t seen Wolfe’s Hollow in about a week. The highway leading into town looked just the same as it always had, but for Caleb, every road sign and billboard along the way looked brand new—like he was seeing it for the very first time. Every few minutes, his senses were assaulted with a feeling that was very much, but not quite, like déjà vu. Turning up the radio and singing along louder helped, but only a little.

It’s not that this place feels so different, Caleb told himself as he tapped on the steering wheel to the beat of the drums. It’s that I’m different. I’ve changed a lot, in a very short amount of time.

In the parlance of a very old brand of cigarettes, he’d come a long way, baby. The Caleb Holdstock who’d originally come to Wolfe’s Hollow with the intention of flipping his grandfather’s mansion and the Caleb Holdstock who was a young, gifted Crafter driving to pick up his grandfather’s friend might as well have been two different people. The Wyrdworld had changed him, as surely as losing their virginity or going to war had changed any number of young people on the cusp of true manhood.

The early morning streets of Wolfe’s Hollow were practically empty as Caleb drove through the main thoroughfare into town. Paper flyers for the Renaissance Faire hung from telephone poles, their colors faded by the sun almost to the point of illegibility. It was a whole different world; a much more sedate one, the kind of world where someone sat on their back porch and watched the sun rise over a cup of coffee. Caleb found himself turning down the radio as he drove, matching the energy of the scene.

The GPS had him turn down the main artery running through town and head into the hills. Desdemona’s house was a short drive from the town center, just a short hop and a jump up a side road. Caleb’s truck handled the switchbacks well, the gravel road beneath his tires making his seat jump and bounce.

Desdemona’s house was nowhere near as luxurious as his grandfather’s, but you couldn’t beat the location. It was parked right on a ridge overlooking town, so that the coffee drinker he’d fantasized about while driving down Main Street could watch the whole town slowly come to life in the mornings. It had the aesthetics of a log cabin, with a big wooden wraparound porch and an old-school furnace sticking out of the back of the roof.

Desdemona sat on a rocking chair on the porch, watching over the town. She perked up as Caleb’s truck pulled into the driveway, waving to him as he cut the engine.

“Good morning!” she said as Caleb opened the door. “Would you care for a cup of coffee?”

Caleb had already had one, but another wouldn’t hurt. Besides, he had a little time before he needed to get back to his grandfather’s house.

“That would be great,” he said as he stepped onto the porch. “Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me, Desdemona.”

“Please, call me Dez,” she said, smiling as she rose. “And between you and me, I think we both know I’ve agreed to do a great more than merely speak with you.”

Dez excused herself and went inside, while Caleb sat in the rocking chair next to the one the woman had vacated. Despite her age, he found his gaze straying to her shapely legs and backside as the screen door bumped against her posterior. Either Desdemona was better looking than Caleb remembered from the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire, or she’d gone to a great deal of trouble to make herself look more attractive for this meeting.

No, I will not make this weird, he told himself. The rocking chair squeaked beneath him; he’d always found them extremely comfortable. She’s practically old enough to be your mother. You need her to be your mentor, like… like Gandalf! Frodo never had sex with Gandalf, did he?

Maybe in fan fiction. But Caleb didn’t want to think about that.

Desdemona came back outside with two fresh mugs of coffee. She handed one to him and settled down in the rocking chair, crossing one leg over the other. “I like to come out here in the mornings and watch the city come to life,” she said, taking a sip from her mug. “Today, I feel like I’m saying goodbye.”

Caleb swallowed a mouthful of coffee. God damn, that’s good, he thought, his brows rising. He wondered how the woman made the stuff. French press?

“It doesn’t have to be a goodbye,” Caleb said, looking over at Desdemona. “You’re just taking advantage of a new opportunity. Going on a little bit of an adventure. You’ll be back before you know it.”

Desdemona’s face told him she’d been around the block a few times, and wouldn’t be so easily fooled. “Things will be a lot better between us if you agree right here and now not to lie to me. We’re not on the phone any longer where some serpents might overhear us—we both know you’ve been to that world on the other side of the door. The Wyrdworld. You’ve been to Hades, and you’ve seen your grandfather’s home there. Inherited it, I suppose, the way you inherited his home here.

“I have.”

Desdemona nodded. “I know. I can see it in your eyes. You like that world, just like your grandfather did.” She sighed and shook her head, a faraway look entering her eyes. “You look exactly like Gene did at your age, Caleb. May I see it?”

“See what?”

Desdemona made a face. “You must have brought it,” she said, nodding at his pack. “Your vorlesen, Caleb. The tool of a Crafter.”

He’d heard the word so many times that it had almost been robbed of its strangeness. Hearing it drip from Desdemona’s lips imbued it with that sense of mystery anew. Caleb took the staff from his pack, handing it over to the woman.

She examined it thoroughly, paying special attention to the silver dog’s head at the top. She looked into its ruby eyes and nodded, as if some long-held suspicion had just been confirmed.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, handing the device back to him. “You should treasure that. It’s truly a gift.”

For the second time since he’d met Desdemona, the woman’s words put a lump into his throat. “I know,” he said, putting the staff back where it came from. “What was he like, my grandfather? You knew him well?”

Desdemona nodded. “I aided him greatly,” she said, looking out over the town as it slowly awakened for the day. “When he and I first met, I was just a mere slip of a girl. I’m afraid the first time he told me about the door in his basement, I thought the poor man had lost his mind. But he was telling the truth. The Wyrdworld… it’s so much more than I ever could have dreamed of.”

Not for the first time, Caleb wondered why Desdemona had ever left. And what his grandfather might have had to do with that.

“We talked to his maid,” Caleb said. “Mitzi.”

He watched a flicker of recognition pass over Desdemona’s face. “Oh yes! The catgirl! I remember her well.”

Caleb nodded. “She said you worked very closely with my grandfather. I’m hoping that you can aid me in a similar fashion.” He realized how presumptuous that sounded, and decided to modify it. “I’ll pay you, of course…”

Desdemona snickered. “Of course you will,” she said, smiling at him over her coffee. “But I’m assuming the payment will come in Dark Dollars, rather than ordinary currency?”

She had that right on the money. She really had lived in the Wyrdworld for a while.

“That’s not a problem,” Desdemona assured him. “More than ever, I think you’d better bring me back with you to the Wyrdworld. You’re going to need me. And it’s what Gene would want.” A funny smile spread across her face when she said that last part. “Not that he ever would have asked me himself, of course.”

There was something Caleb had been wanting to ask about almost from the moment he met Desdemona. It had been in the back of his mind throughout the entire conversation, and now he decided to bring it to the foreground.

“I don’t mean to pry,” he said, leaning forward in his rocking chair. “But if we’re going to be working together, there’s things I need to know. Did something happen between you and my grandfather? Some falling out?”

In response to the question, Desdemona just rocked back and forth.

She was quiet for so long that Caleb had almost begun to believe she wasn’t going to answer his question at all. Then she cleared her throat and spoke.

“Your grandfather and I were… very close,” she admitted. Her rocking slowed to a stop, and her cup of coffee was almost forgotten. “For a very long time, we were. Then, near the end, we were not. You can probably guess why.”

Caleb already thought he knew. “He made a pass at you, didn’t he? And you weren’t interested.”

Desdemona’s eyes went as wide as saucers. Then she laughed in disbelief.

“No,” she said, the crow’s feet around her eyes crinkling merrily. “You have it exactly backward. I didn’t reject Gene. He rejected me.”

Of all the possible reasons for a falling out between his grandfather and this woman, this was one that had never even crossed his mind. All this time, he’d assumed that his grandfather had been carrying a torch for Desdemona. After all, most men didn’t hang portraits of their platonic friends in their sitting rooms.

But it was completely the opposite.

Desdemona saw the confusion on his face and smiled.

“You didn’t expect that, did you?” A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth, making her look wry.

Caleb nodded, still trying to wrap his head around what she had told him. “I did not,” he admitted. “I figured you and him… And if it didn’t happen, it probably didn’t happen because of you.”

“Gene was a very… chaste man,” Desdemona explained. “Here on Earth, we might call it chivalrous. In the Wyrdworld, where it’s considered par for the course for every man to be hopping in and out of bed with at least half a dozen women at the same time, it was considered a fringe species of insanity. In fact, it was part of why I was so attracted to him in the first place.”

“He didn’t have a harem?” Caleb asked. From what he knew about the Wyrdworld, he could completely understand how the residents there must have thought Grandpa Gene was insane. “Really? Even when he was in the Celestial Senate?”

Desdemona frowned. “Your grandfather loved his wife very much,” she said, as if that explained everything. In a way, it did. “When Rose passed, she left behind a hole in Gene that nothing was going to be able to fill. I don’t think he was ever the same man afterward. He was about the loneliest person I’d ever met, in fact.”

Caleb tried to put himself in his grandfather’s shoes. How would he feel if—God forbid—something were to happen to a member of his harem? To Yui, or Eira? He didn’t have to stretch his imagination far.

It would break him. Suddenly he felt like he understood his grandfather in a whole new way.

“He was a very good man,” Desdemona said. “And Rose was a damn fine woman.” A strange smile spread across her features. “If she hadn’t passed, I think things would have been different between us. Very different.” A faraway look entered her eyes. “If there was ever a woman who could have convinced Gene Holdstock to sign up for a harem, it was that one…”

Maybe Caleb didn’t want to know everything about his famous Crafter grandfather. Desdemona appeared to realize she’d gone a little too far, too; she took a long, slow sip of her coffee and looked over the city as she allowed him a moment to process things.

“The long and the short of it, Caleb, is this.” Desdemona was all business now, the fun and flirty looks she’d given before temporarily banished. “I believe you’re going to need my help if you’re to step into Gene Holdstock’s shoes.” She paused, as if there was something she’d just thought of. “You do intend to follow in his footsteps, yes? Run for his seat in the Celestial Senate, take up his business as a Crafter? You’re not just looking to have fun and live the life of a dissolute playboy in the Wyrdworld, are you?”

Caleb could hardly keep himself from laughing. “How could you possibly think that?” he asked, shaking his head. “I’m Gene’s grandson, Desdemona. Of course I’m planning to follow in his footsteps.”

A wry little smile twisted Desdemona’s lips. “In that case, you simply must bring me with you. I’m afraid I must insist.”

She didn’t need to. Caleb already knew how badly he needed her.

“I’ll help you pack,” he said, rising from the rocking chair. “Whatever you need, we’ll make sure you get it…”

But Desdemona was already shaking her head. “I prefer to travel light,” she insisted, that clever smile of hers getting more clever all the time. “Nearly anything I would bring with me can be quickly replaced in the Wyrdworld. Assuming you’d be willing to give me my first paycheck or two in advance?”

Caleb found himself grinning. “I think we could make that happen.”

It seemed that Desdemona would get up and get into his truck now. But as she rose, a look of consternation suddenly spread across her face. “Oh! I almost forgot! My promise!”

Promise? Caleb watched the woman head inside the house, the screen door slamming shut behind her. She rummaged around for a while, before coming back outside with something long and dark. It took him a moment to recognize it as a bottle of wine.

“I told you I’d bring a tipple along with me,” she said with a smile. “When it comes to promises, I have a single hard and fast rule. I always keep them, no matter what.”

“If you stick to that rule, we’re gonna get along just fine,” Caleb told the newest member of his group. “If you’re ready to go, then let’s head out. I can’t wait for Eira and Yui to get to know you better.”

The drive back through Wolfe’s Hollow felt as if it took all of five minutes, though of course the winding roads leading up the mountain required longer than that to navigate. Desdemona told Caleb a number of humorous stories about his grandfather as they drove up and down the gravel paths, and in exchange he told her all about Lady Lachrymosa and her baleful accountant.

By the time they made it back to the cabin, they were both laughing their asses off.


Chapter 19

As soon as Caleb pulled into the drive, he noticed Yui’s van was gone. He got out of the car with Desdemona, and it was only a few moments later that Yui’s van showed up.

The van roared to the front of the driveway and slowed to a stop, coming to a halt just behind the rear of Caleb’s truck. Almost at once the doors were open, with Eira leaping from the passenger seat and making her way down the lane.

Eira leaped into Caleb’s arms. “I’m sorry! We really thought we’d make it back before you and Desdemona showed up.”

“It’s alright,” Caleb said with a shrug. “We haven’t been here more than a minute.”

Yui hopped down and made her way to the porch, walking with uneven, jerky steps. She still hadn’t quite gotten the hang of handling her bracers, but she didn’t tip over or topple even when she reached the stairs and climbed up them. Her expression was grim and resolute, and somehow triumphant.

She gave Caleb a hug, then kissed him deeply. “It’s done,” she whispered, running her fingers through Caleb’s hair as she broke the kiss. “I’m all yours now.”

Caleb cocked an eyebrow. “What’s done?”

In response, Yui just let out an awkward laugh. “We can talk about it later,” she said, giving him a significant look. “I’d rather not discuss it in front of the newcomer. Speaking of which, it’s great to see you again, Desdemona!”

“You can just call me Dez,” she said, looking at the elf and Yui like they were her new best friends. “If you need time to speak with Caleb, then please go right ahead. You’re not offending me at all. You’ll find I’m actually rather hard to offend—particularly where harems are concerned.”

“You’ve had experience with several, eh?” Eira asked. “You really do look like the portrait in Gene’s living room. Are you going to help my man become the best fucking Crafter in the Wyrdworld?”

Desdemona didn’t hesitate. “Yes,” she said with a nod. “Yes, I am.”

“Then you’re alright with me,” Eira said, giving her a little kiss on the cheek. “I like her, Caleb. You weren’t involved in any of those harems personally, were you?”

“Eira!” Caleb said. But Dez only laughed.

“I’m afraid not,” she said, resting her hand on the elf’s shoulder. “But I’m at the age when women are willing to try almost anything once. Why don’t you and I whip up a farewell meal, while Caleb and Yui have their talk?”

It was an elegant solution. So elegant, in fact, that both Eira and Yui realized immediately there was no point in trying to outmaneuver Gene Holdstock’s former assistant.

“Sure,” Eira said with a grin. “Assuming you don’t mind helping out?”

“Not at all,” Desdemona said. “As long as you’re willing to crack my eggs for me. That’s the one cooking chore I can’t seem to stand, no matter how I try…”

The two women disappeared into the kitchen. Leaving Caleb and Yui alone.

“Let’s go upstairs,” Yui said. “Your bedroom should give us some much-needed privacy.”

She made her way up the stairs, cursing and muttering every step of the way. She seemed impatient with her bracers, unwilling to adjust to their movements. By the time they made it to the bedroom and Yui threw herself onto Caleb’s bed, he could tell she wanted to tear the things off and never look at them again.

“So, I guess you’re probably wondering where me and Eira went off to?”

“Sure,” Caleb said. “I am a little curious.”

“To the bank,” she admitted, her lips forming a tight little line. “And the lawyer’s office.”

“Bank? Lawyer?”

“I… I settled my affairs, Caleb. Next time we go through that portal to the Wyrdworld, I don’t want to come home.

Caleb felt his brows furrowing together. “I don’t know what that means.”

“It means that the last few vestiges of debt I owe are paid off,” she said, rolling over and sitting up against the headboard. “Nothing big—just some credit cards I kept open with small balances to keep my credit score high—but they’re gone now. My rent and utilities will be paid for a while; long enough to satisfy the terms of my lease. Everything else is going to my family: my parents, my cousins, my sister-in-law.”

“Yui, you’re making it sound like you filled out a will or something?”

She laughed. “That’s exactly what I did,” she said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “The lawyer told me that nobody would get a cent until I’ve been declared legally dead, which will take at least six months after my disappearance. The payments I’ve made until then ought to ensure that nothing goes wrong, and all of this goes through without a hitch. I really, really want everyone in my family to get what they deserve. I got a lot of money from that accident settlement, and it’s all going where it belongs.”

Caleb’s jaw hung open. He wasn’t quite believing what he was hearing.

“Yui, you’re not dead.”

She flashed a sad smile. “I’m not. But I’m not coming back.”

Slowly, Caleb’s gaze traveled to the bracers around her legs. Yui nodded, and he began to understand.

“You can’t be serious,” he blurted.

Yui handled herself well, even under pressure, but the remark brought tears to the corners of her eyes. “I’m not coming back here,” she insisted, in a tone that told him it was final. “We’re having a nice dinner tonight with Eira and Dez, then tomorrow morning we’re traveling into the Wyrdworld. And I’m never, ever coming back to Earth.”

There were many things Caleb could have said to Yui. He could have argued that her family was still here, and that they deserved to see her. He could have pointed out that while the bracers she used to walk weren’t perfect, they were still a hell of a lot better than a wheelchair—and that once he became a better Crafter, it wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility that he could make her something that was even better. He could have done any number of things, or held events in her life over her head.

Instead, Caleb did none of those things. He looked into the eyes of his beloved, the girl who was closer to him than a wife is to a husband, and realized that Yui had already thought long and hard about this. That this was her decision, not his, and she had every right to make it.

“Okay,” he said.

Yui looked stunned. “Okay?” she whispered, sounding almost upset. “Is that all you have to say?”

“If this is what you want, then it’s what you’ll get. I… I remember the look on your face back at the condo in Hades, Yui. How you ran your hands over your legs and told me this was the life you’d always wanted, with you and me together. I wouldn’t try and take that from you. I’m sure that after Hades, walking in those bracers is akin to torture—”

“You have no idea,” she whispered bitterly. “It’s awful. I just want to be me again. Caleb, you’re really okay with this? I… I thought you’d try to fight me. That you’d tell me I was being selfish…”

Caleb laughed. “Hell, we’ve only got one short life,” he said, pulling her close. “If we find something we really want, the only thing we should do is grab it with both hands and hold it as close as possible. I don’t think that’s selfish at all.”

Yui buried her face in his chest and sobbed. He held her tight until her crying passed, and when it did, there was a faint smile on her face.

“Thank you for understanding,” she said.

Caleb nodded. “It’s a lot of money to give away,” he said, thinking about her millions. “You’re sure about handing all that over to your family?”

“Of course I am,” she said, not even questioning it. “You know, I thought about leaving half to you. My family wouldn’t fight it—they know how close the two of us were. But you’re staying in the Wyrdworld too, aren’t you? In Hades, to be like your grandpa?”

Caleb had been thinking a lot about that lately. Now he felt he knew the answer.

“I am. As much as I can, at any rate. I’ll probably need to come to Earth every now and then, but I can’t see myself spending too much time here.”

Yui held him tight. “Good. ‘Cause you’re mine. And I need you.”

A little smile lit up his face. “It’ll be especially hard for me to get away once I have a family,” he said, his hand straying to Yui’s belly.”

Now it was her turn to stare open mouthed at Caleb. “You… you want to? You mean it?”

“As long as it’ll work in the Wyrdworld, yeah. I mean, I’m going to be a Senator, right? That means I’ve got to be a family man. Lots of harem girls with beautiful babies bouncing on their hips…”

It was as far as he got. Yui grabbed him and covered his mouth with her own, kissing him deeply. His hand strayed down to the firm flesh of her ass, caressing it as her tongue entered his mouth. One of his fingers experimentally traveled beneath her leggings and between her cheeks.

“I know nothing can happen while we’re on this side of the door,” Yui said, looking down at her bracers. “But maybe before dinner, you’d want to practice?”

Grinning, Caleb pushed Yui down onto the bed. “Always,” he said, hiking up her shirt and nibbling her breasts.

And they did.


Chapter 20

Dinner that night was the best meal Caleb Holdstock had had yet. The combination of Eira’s magic and Desdemona’s ingenuity produced a feast unlike anything he had ever sampled before. Every dish tasted like it had been enchanted by a powerful fairy, so delicious that it nearly felt addictive. He ate an entire plate and asked for seconds, then thirds’.

After a good night’s slumber in which Yui watched Caleb ‘practice’ with Eira before passing out, they made their preparations to return to Hades. Leaving his grandfather’s cabin behind in a state of total emptiness left Caleb with a slightly uneasy feeling, but there weren’t many other options he could take.

“We could always turn it into an AirBnB,” he told his companions. “But what if we need to come back in the middle of somebody’s vacation?”

No one seemed to mind much that they’d be leaving Earth behind soon. Desdemona was clearly eager to begin her second term as assistant to Hades’s newest Crafter; Eira had no ties to the human world that she’d miss when she was gone. And Yui looked so eager to get to the other side of that door in his grandfather’s basement that part of Caleb worried about her snatching his vorlesen and trying to make it down there all by herself.

It took him most of the morning to figure out what it was that troubled him so. It wasn’t just that he was leaving his home behind, or that he’d probably only see his friends and parents rarely from this point forward. That didn’t trouble him overmuch.

It was the fact that once he traveled through the door, he knew he was going to be living more in the Wyrdworld than out of it. He had no idea how he was going to handle his new life as a Crafter—and if (when, he assured himself, when) he ran for his grandfather’s seat as Senator of Hades, that would add a whole level of complexity on top of his life.

He had a lot of work to do, and not a lot of time to do it in.

Thank God he had some friends he could trust by his side.

“Everything will be alright,” Yui assured him as they packed their bags. Yui was still a little shaky on her feet, but that would vanish as soon as they traveled through the door. Caleb could tell she was looking forward to chucking her bracers once and for all. “I know you’ll take care of us.”

“Thanks, Yui,” Caleb said. “You’re a real trooper.”

A sly smile spread across her face. “Honestly? You’re the reason I feel comfortable enough to do this.”

“Pardon?”

Yui let out a giggle as she shouldered her pack. “If you weren’t such a great guy, I’d be super worried about relocating to the Wyrdworld. With you, I don’t have to worry. I know you love me—and I love you. You’ll take good care of all of us, no matter what.”

Yui’s words humbled him. “I’ll do my best,” he promised, giving her a kiss on the cheek.

She looked down at her legs. “So… are we ready to head out?”

They were.

Caleb led his companions down the stairs and to the basement. With his pack slung over his shoulder and his vorlesen in his hand, he made a beeline for the chalk outline of a door on the far wall. He knew that the moment he touched it with his staff, it would open up and provide them entrance to the Wyrdworld.

He hoped Mare was waiting for them. That demoness was good at ferrying them around, but she was more than a little bit flighty. He could see her getting distracted.

As he prepared to open the portal Desdemona stepped up to him, putting a hand on his arm. She wore the same loose traveling clothes she’d had on when he’d arrived at her house, and only now did he realize she’d been dressed for the journey all along.

She looked even more attractive than before. Nothing about her physical appearance had changed, but her new adventure had come with a new sense of purpose. An aura of authority and wisdom surrounded her that made her seem even more beautiful.

She nodded. “Go on, young man,” she teased. Caleb got the sense she was fully aware of what she did to him every time she called him young man. “Open the portal.”

He touched the head of his staff to the bare concrete wall. For a moment, he wondered if the magic would activate—and then it did. The whole wall shimmered, the outline of the door painted in chalk beginning to glow, and the Wyrdworld appeared in the center as if seen through tilted glass.

The grassy knolls and moonlit sky of the Wyrdworld looked every bit as beautiful and Gothic as ever. Caleb could see Mare’s carriage waiting by the roadside. The demoness was sitting in the front with her legs hanging over the side, a trashy-looking paperback book held in her long, black nailed fingers.

“Let’s go!” Caleb said, his heart jumping into his throat.

He stepped through. A flash of light surrounded him as the whole world flipped upside down, shifting his organs around in a way that made him want to retch. Just like always, the moment between the human world and the fantasy one made him feel like someone who’d gone over Niagara Falls in a barrel—his equilibrium spun and spun.

In another heartbeat, he was through. His feet touched the grass, his nostrils filling with the scent of the Wyrdworld.

He was home.

Mare gave a start, nearly dropping her book. She closed it with a hurried look and sat up straight in her seat, waving at her boss. “Hey there, Holdstock!” the demoness said, smiling wide with her fang-filled mouth. “You get everything taken care of you wanted to deal with in the human world?”

“Something like that,” Caleb said, turning around. He wasn’t trying to be rude, he just wanted to see the rest of his party arrive.

Eira stepped through first. Like always, the elf was graceful as hell. She practically danced across the grass as she made her way over to Caleb and gave him a big kiss. “Always good to be back on the road to Hades,” she said, giving him a little pat on his rear.

It really was.

Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat as Yui made her way through the portal. She took one unsteady step onto the grass, her posture hesitant as she relaxed her mental hold on the bracers and let her weight take over. Then a great big smile spread across her face, and he knew everything was alright.

Yui raced across the grass, tearing off the bracers. She left them there like she’d never need them again. She jumped into his arms and wrapped her legs around his hips, kissing him so deeply that he felt her tongue against the back of his throat.

“I’m home,” Yui said as she broke the kiss. “Home for good!”

“You seem really happy about it. I’m glad...”

Caleb trailed off as the portal sizzled once more. As he saw the figure step through from the other side of the door, his jaw dropped open. A bolt of heat went straight down his spine, caressing his balls as his blood beat in his ears.

“Woah,” he whispered. “Look at you!”

Desdemona stepped onto the grass, grinning from ear to ear. As the moonlight shone on her face and arms, the years she’d accumulated since leaving the Wyrdworld seemed to dissipate like smoke. The crow’s feet around her eyes vanished, and the slightly gray tint to her roots was washed away and replaced with vibrant color. In fact, the Wyrdworld turned her from a brunette to a sort of dirty blonde.

By the time Desdemona reached the rest of the group, she looked like a younger sister of Desdemona who none of them had ever meant. She’d been pushing sixty before: now at a glance, Caleb would have put her age somewhere between thirty-five and forty.

The newfound blonde put her hands on her hips, smirking at them all. “What’s the matter?” she teased, rolling a lock of hair around her finger. “You all look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Caleb’s gaze raked its way up and down Dez’s traveling clothes. As it did, something clicked in his head.

“You knew this was going to happen,” he said, noting the way the blonde’s outfit clung to her like a second skin. “You dressed for it, knowing that when you traveled through the door, it was going to…?”

To what, exactly?

Desdemona shot him a knowing look. “That it was going to reward me for my years of service,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her newly perky, ample breasts. “The former leader of the Blackveil clan granted me this boon herself—it’s not a glamor, like the things Eira does sometimes to disguise herself.” She ran a hand down her side. “This is really me.”

Caleb approached her. He couldn’t keep his eyes off her, and he could tell Desdemona was drinking in the attention.

Smiling, Desdemona took him by the hand. “I’m getting a very strange sense of deja vu,” she said, looking into his eyes.

“Not me. For me, this all feels new.”

For a moment, he felt certain Desdemona was going to kiss him. Then her gaze slid off him, and settled instead on the demoness sitting in the front of the carriage. “You are Master Holdstock’s driver?”

Master? Mare mouthed the word with disbelief. “Um, I’m Caleb’s driver, yeah,” she said, shooting the woman a mock salute.

“Excellent.” Desdemona gave Caleb’s hand a little squeeze. “We should head back to your condo, sir. From what you’ve told me, the sooner we’re back in your apartment the less chance we have of causing suspicion from those currently in charge of Hades.”

That all made sense. But something else stuck in Caleb’s mind. “Sir?”

A smirk tugged at the corner of Desdemona’s mouth. “Would you prefer I refer to you as young man in front of those you do business with?” She had a teasing, flirting manner when speaking with him, which he already sort of loved. “I will if you want me to, Caleb. But I think in public, I should show that I’m your subordinate.”

“Sure,” Caleb said with a shrug. “Sir sounds good.”

“Most men agree,” Desdemona said. Then she shot him a wink. “In private, of course, you can refer to me as anything you like.”

Caleb whistled through his teeth as Desdemona strode over and climbed into the carriage. To his surprise, Mare actually held the door open for Dez.

It surprised Caleb how quickly Desdemona had gained authority over the taxi driver. She’s going to be great at running things, he realized. My business is going to be so much smoother with her as my second-in-command. And my girlfriends like her, too!

“Caleb, I am scarily turned on right now,” Eira admitted with a little laugh. “That woman is something else.”

“She’s so gorgeous,” Yui murmured. “She almost looks like the woman in that painting at the apartment now. Do you think she has Fae blood in her family tree, too?”

“Maybe,” Caleb said.

Desdemona had mentioned a boon from one of Hades’s most powerful clans. That would explain the way the years fell away from her when she stepped into the Wyrdworld all by itself, but Caleb didn’t totally discount the idea. Fae blood would definitely help.

Caleb paused at the entrance to the carriage to let Eira and Yui climb inside, then stepped into it himself. It was dark inside, the curtains drawn, and the interior of the taxi felt a great deal smaller with four people inside rather than the usual three. Eira and Yui sat on one bench along the far side of the cabin, while the last remaining seat for Caleb was found right next to Desdemona.

Without a word, Mare started them back along the road to Hades. Caleb knew from experience that it would take a while for them to arrive—their first stop would be at the World Tree. They’d need to pick up Kerr and Cerebus, as Caleb had promised the gate guard in exchange for her help, and bring both of them back to Hades with them.

That, however, would happen about three quarters of the way through the ride. So for now, they could relax.

What was strange was that they looked so not relaxed. Both Eira and Yui fidgeted, and Desdemona kept giving him glances from her seat. Caleb could see what was up, but he didn’t want to be the one to make the first move. Desdemona needed to do it for herself.

Finally she smiled and shook her head. “It’s been so long that I hardly remember how this works,” she said, leaning in close to Caleb. “I’m so nervous! You won’t…. You won’t reject me, will you, young man?”

Her worries made him chuckle.

“I think I prefer you calling me ‘sir’,” he told Desdemona, running his fingers through her hair. “Maybe even ‘Master Holdstock’. That sounds very submissive and deferential…”

Both Eira and Yui groaned.

“Very well,” Desdemona whispered. “Master Holdstock. May I…?”

She couldn’t take it any longer.

Desdemona put her hand behind Caleb’s head, pulled him close, and kissed him hard.


Chapter 21

The touch of Desdemona’s lips against his own was the sweetest, most pleasurable fire that had ever burned inside of Caleb.

He slid a hand behind her, grabbing the small of her back and pulling her into his lap as the two of them made out hot and heavy. Desdemona groaned in surprise. One hand stayed there, kneading the small of her back, while the other buried itself in her hair.

As they kissed, Caleb’s fingers trailed down the side of her face. Gradually, the tips came to her chin.

Desdemona looked almost drugged with bliss. A fever of lust burned in her eyes, and every muscle in her taut, magically-enhanced body seemed filled with the energy of a woman half her age.

“You’re a good kisser, Master,” she murmured, looking like she’d just discovered a fact which pleased her. “I’m already so jealous of your other women. They’ve gotten to experience so much of this already…”

Caleb took Desdemona’s chin and angled it toward him.

She looked a little surprised to be handled in such a manner. Her eyes widened slightly as she locked gazes with him, one leg slowly rubbing up and down his thigh like a cat.

“There’s something that needs to be understood right here and now,” Caleb said, staring deep into the woman’s eyes. “Otherwise this goes no further, and you stay my assistant.”

The idea clearly panicked Desdemona. “What, Master?”

He squeezed her chin gently. “I’m not him,” he rasped.

She didn’t need to ask Caleb who he meant by him. Neither did Eira or Yui—from the looks on their faces, they already knew. There was a whole psychosexual dimension to Desdemona’s attraction to Caleb that he didn’t want to think about too deeply, and wanted to sidestep right out of the gate. She was a hot older woman, she was the young guy promising to show her the world. Nothing more, nothing less.

“I know you’re not,” Desdemona said with a gentle smile. “You’re better.”

He thought she’d kiss him again after that. Instead, she looked nervous all of a sudden.

“Can I tell you something?” Desdemona whispered. “It’s personal, but I promise it’s not bad. Afterward, I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll follow all your orders like a good little assistant…”

As she spoke, Desdemona worked her hips back and forth in Caleb’s lap. She was grinding her inner thighs against his own, rubbing the bulge in his pants in a way that made him want to throw her over his knee and spank her senseless.

“You’d better make it quick,” Caleb managed to gasp.

Desdemona nodded. “For a really long time,” she whispered, her voice husky with lust, “I used to wonder why nothing ever happened between me and Gene. It always felt like a missed opportunity—maybe the missed opportunity—of my entire life. Like there was something grand that was supposed to happen to me, some great adventure, and I just happened to miss it.”

“You’re not missing it now.” Yui groaned as she slid her hand into her leggings, rubbing the insides of her thighs like she couldn’t get enough of feeling them again. “You’re right in the fucking middle of it…”

“Hush,” Desdemona said. Though her tone was more teasing than chiding. Lust made it so. “You don’t understand. You’re young, and you’ve never experienced what it is to lay awake at night, staring at the ceiling and working through your regrets. So many nights after I came back to Earth I lay there, just thinking—why not me? Was I not good enough? Sexy enough? Was I not a talented enough partner?”

Caleb knew instinctively that none of those things were true. But even as he thought it, he found he could picture Desdemona’s angst in his mind’s eye. He imagined the small bedroom and the tiny bed in that cabin overlooking the town of Wolfe’s Hollow. What must it have felt like for her, knowing that she’d missed out on living with a bird’s eye view of a city as wondrous as Hades?

“That’s silly talk,” Eira said, shaking her head. “You’re fucking great, Dez.”

A strange smile flickered over Desdemona’s face. “I don’t wonder it any longer. As crazy as it is to say, and as absurd a possibility as it seems, I believe I’ve found the reason. My life was meant to be this way. Your grandfather intended it.”

Caleb stared at the woman, not fully comprehending. “Come again?”

“Your grandfather trained me well,” she said, her smile widening. “He taught me about what it meant to be a Crafter, and showed me how life worked in the Wyrdworld. All that time, I thought he was doing it because he wanted to be with me. But he was far too chivalrous for that—too much of a gentleman.”

Yui’s moans filled the carriage. Eira looked like she wasn’t far behind.

“He was training me,” Desdemona finished, “so that I could be with you.”

To say Caleb was stunned would have been a major understatement. “You’re serious,” he said, staring at the beautiful blonde. He pulled back a bit, admiring her silhouette in the dim light of the carriage. “You really think my grandfather planned all this?”

A wry smile spread across Desdemona’s face. “If you knew Gene Holdstock the way I did, you’d already know the answer to that.” Her fingers lazily stroked the side of Caleb’s face. “So no, you’re not him. But you’re who I’m meant to be with. At long last…”

Desdemona leaned in closer, her lips puckered in anticipation. Caleb felt a hot rush of blood course through his lower extremities, igniting a fire inside of him. His hand gripped the small of the older woman’s back, grinding her against his lap.

“We are so happy to have you,” Yui groaned.

The presence of Mare just on the opposite side of the privacy glass no longer seemed to matter; if anything, it just made the whole thing feel even hotter.

Caleb dug his fingers into the laces on the front of Desdemona’s blouse and tore them open, exposing even more of her pale, ample cleavage.

Desdemona moaned and arched her back. Her fingers dug into the back of his skull—before he knew what he was doing, his face was between her gorgeous breasts.

He didn’t stop himself. He didn’t even want to. The woman in his arms felt like heaven itself. He kissed and licked and sucked her supple flesh, feeling her nipples harden against his tongue. Desdemona writhed in his lap, the slit between her legs boiling over as his attention sent her into overdrive.

A haze of lust filled Caleb’s eyes. All at once, he found it hard to believe he was really here—in the back of a fantasy-themed taxi cab with three of the most beautiful women he’d ever met. The man he’d been just a few short weeks ago could hardly have imagined anything like this. It was like a dream come true.

And it was about to get even better.

Suddenly the tenor of Yui’s moans changed. A high, desperate note entered her frenzied whining as her hips rose from the seat. Her eyes locked on Caleb and Desdemona, drinking the sight of them in.

“Fuck,” Yui groaned, sounding like she couldn’t believe what was happening to her. “I’m going to come! Oh fuck, I’m cumming!”

Her face contorted in pleasure as she came. Her hips bucked and thrashed, riding her own fingers as she rode out her bliss.

Eira licked her lips as she watched, her own slender fingers straying between her thighs.

The cabin stank of sex. No matter how hard she might have been trying to block it out, Mare had to be hearing what was going on in her taxi.

The sight of his childhood crush writhing in ecstasy was too much for Caleb. He grabbed Desdemona by the waist and lifted her off his lap, depositing her on the edge of the plush seat. Before she could ask what he was doing, he half-rose and unbuckled his belt.

Desdemona hiked up her skirt. She wore a pair of gray cotton panties underneath, which were absolutely soaked with lust. When she pulled the fabric to the side her feral tang was almost overpowering.

Caleb took out his cock and gave it a few strokes. All eyes in the crowded carriage were on him; Desdemona watched him eagerly, licking her lips as a clear bead of pre-seed dribbled from his crown.

“You want this?” Caleb asked.

Dez nodded, her blonde locks falling around her face. “Yes, Master,” she cooed sweetly. “Please, Caleb, please make me yours! Give me that cock!”

That was all he needed to hear. He pushed forward, burying his length inside of her in one smooth motion. Desdemona cried out as she was penetrated, her walls stretching to accommodate his girth.

Grabbing onto Desdemona by the hips, Caleb began to thrust. She moaned and writhed, her eyes rolling back in her head. Her breasts bounced up and down with every stroke, and the sound of their flesh slapping together filled the small space. He lifted one of her legs onto his shoulder, spreading her even wider so he could thrust into her hard and fast.

Yui and Eira watched him go, their hands moving faster between their legs. Both of them were masturbating furiously, drinking in the sight of Caleb fucking Desdemona like they couldn’t believe what was happening. Like it was the hottest thing they’d ever seen.

He kept pumping, feeling his balls slap against Desdemona’s ass with every thrust. She was so hot and wet, and her pussy gripped him like a vice..

The carriage rocked with each hard, driving thrust. Mare was probably having trouble keeping the vehicle on the goddamn road. If she ran them into the ditch, he doubted it would stop him now.

Desdemona smiled. She leaned forward and kissed him, her tongue darting between his lips. “I love being part of your harem! Fuck, look at you!” She rocked back, staring down at the place where the two of them joined. Her jaw dropped open as she watched him thrust hard and deep into her. “Bring the girls in close! I want them to see what you’re doing to me!”

Caleb reached out and grabbed Yui and Eira by their hair, pulling them toward him. The two women squealed and moaned, their eyes wide as they stared at the sight before them.

They fingered their slits furiously, their hands moving faster and faster between their legs.

“So hot!” Yui looked like she was on the verge of another orgasm. “Please, can I help out, Desdemona? Can I kiss you while you fuck Caleb?” Her eyes strayed to the older woman’s incredible rack. “I’m not too proud to say I want to suck on those titties, Mommy!”

Desdemona’s pussy clamped so tightly around Caleb’s cock that he nearly shot right then and there. Yui had definitely just touched a nerve.

“Of course you can, sweetie,” Desdemona said, sounding every bit the den mother he hoped she’d be to his harem. “I love showing sweet young things like you how much pleasure their pussies can give them!”

“Shit, that’s so fucking nasty,” Eira groaned, her eyes feverish with lust. “Do it, Yui. Give Caleb a show while he pumps Dezzie full with his hot cum!”

Yui crawled over, her eyes bright and eager. She leaned in and pressed her lips to Desdemona’s, kissing the older woman deeply. Desdemona moaned and kissed back, her tongue sliding into Yui’s mouth.

It was the hottest thing Caleb had ever seen. He kept fucking Desdemona, his cock pounding into her tight hole. He could feel his balls swelling, his orgasm building. He wanted to cum so badly, but he also wanted to keep watching his girlfriend and his hot older assistant fool around. Desdemona was already pulling Yui’s mouth to her tits, inviting her to suckle her breasts the way Caleb had.

Suddenly Desdemona arched her back like a bow. Her hips shot off the cushion, and her eyes rolled back in her head.

“Oh god!” she groaned, throwing herself back on Caleb’s cock as hard as she could. “Mmmh, baby, I can’t hold back any longer! I’m going to come all over your cock, Caleb!”

He couldn’t take it anymore. He grabbed Yui and pulled her in for a deep, passionate kiss. And as he did, three things happened at the same time.

First, Yui groaned against him and hit the stratosphere, an orgasm tearing through her body like a thunderclap. At the same moment, Desdemona let out a wordless cry of pure lust and came, her walls throwing sparks around him as she shuddered and panted and whimpered her devotion.

And Caleb buried himself hilt-deep inside of Desdemona and let himself go over the edge.

He slammed right through her back walls, filling her to the brim as he shot. Thick, hot ropes of sticky seed sprayed against her insides, coating her with his cream.

The older woman screamed as she came, her pussy clenching around him like a fist. It felt so good that Caleb never wanted it to end.

Yui and Desdemona were still shuddering with bliss, and a moment later, Eira joined them. All of them rubbed their swollen nubs with their fingers, grinding against their hands, their bodies trembling with pleasure. For a moment Caleb worried one or more of them might pass out; but they merely collapsed onto the cushions in a heap. Eira and Yui looked boneless, and only Desdemona’s ankles around Caleb’s waist kept her from falling to the floor.

Desdemona lay panting and sweating beneath him, one leg still wrapped around his waist. His cock was half-erect and still inside her, oozing the last few drops of his load into her. He let his eyes roam over her naked body for some time, her untied traveling clothes laying beneath her like a blanket, then leaned down and kissed her deeply.

When he broke the kiss, Desdemona’s eyes were filled with so much love and devotion that it made his chest hurt.

What did I do to deserve these women? Caleb asked himself. He felt like the luckiest son of a bitch in the world.

Whatever he’d done, he was going to make sure he kept on deserving this life. He’d protect his harem, and help it grow. He felt fairly certain Desdemona would be only too happy to help.

With a smile, Caleb pulled out of her. His cock left a trail as it left her well-fucked pussy, and he tucked it back into his pants with a satisfied smile. Desdemona slid her panties back to the side, but she made no move to rise or to get herself dressed. She seemed perfectly fine with lounging around Caleb and his other companions completely naked.

“I love you,” Desdemona said. “And I love you two girls, too. I can’t wait to be your den mother. I’m looking forward to seeing how you grow your harem, Caleb—how you turn this into a family.”

“Hell yes,” Caleb agreed, giving her a kiss on the forehead. “I can’t wait to see what the future holds. It’s good to have you here, Dez. As strange as it is to say after what the two of us just did, I’m looking forward to getting to know you a little better.”

She flashed a knowing smile. “You know me in the way that truly matters,” she said, slowly sitting up. “The bond between a Crafter and his harem is deeper than anything to be found on Earth—even that of a man and his wife.”

The taxi slowed to a stop. They weren’t at their destination yet, not by a long shot. What was Mare doing? Taking a detour?

As soon as the carriage stopped moving, Mare knocked on the dark glass window separating the driver’s seat from the interior. “Are you decent?” she asked.

There was a catch in Mare’s voice. Caleb and his girlfriends didn’t need to be rocket scientists to know what it meant. Someone was having fun while she listened to me and my women, he thought.

Caleb looked across the cabin. Eira and Yui were already decent; with a gesture, Desdemona wrapped her traveling robe loosely around her. She looked like what she was, which was a woman who’d just been fucked six ways to Sunday, but Mare already knew that.

“We’re good,” he told the driver. “What’s up?”

Mare slowly pulled back the partition, averting her eyes from the darkness. “I just wanted to let you know, that we’re close to the World Tree. You mentioned you needed to pick up a girl and her dog when we got there, so I figured you’d want the head’s up. Give you a chance to get cleaned up…”

Oh yes. There were definitely spots of color on Mare’s cheeks. She’d been touching herself, and from the looks of things, she’d finished right around the time that Eira and Yui did. Small wonder the taxi hadn’t crashed.

“Thank you for the reminder.” Caleb looked himself over and made sure his zipper was closed, and that nothing else was out of place. “You can take us the rest of the way now, Mare.”

The demoness looked like there was more she wanted to say, but she held her tongue. “Sure,” she whispered, closing the partition.

As soon as the carriage began to move again, Caleb started to laugh. So did his girlfriends.

“Have you ever seen a girl fiending for it like that before?” Eira said, hugging Caleb from behind. “You’ve got her eating out of the palm of your hand. She’ll do anything for you…”

Caleb shook his head, clearing it, and focused on the mission.

Or tried to, at least.

“We’ll be picking up Kerr in a few minutes,” Eira whispered, sliding to her knees. “Once she’s on board, we won’t be able to play any longer. Give me just one more quick taste, so I can think about it the rest of the ride back.”

Caleb grinned. “If you insist,” he said, putting his hand on the back of the elf’s head.

The taxi rolled beneath the big yellow moon, swaying gently back and forth.

Outside in the driver’s seat, Mare would have been able to hear the sucking and slurping coming from inside. Caleb pictures her sliding her hand between her thighs. It was going to be a long drive.


Chapter 22

When Caleb opened the door to his apartment, he found Mitzi standing in the doorway. The maid had the receiver of a phone cupped between her ear and her shoulder. Frenzied feline moans filled the living room, and Caleb forgot for a moment that the maid had been told to play malkini pornography whenever someone from Hades called, to trick them into believing he was busy with his harem.

Mitzi’s face lit up at the sight of him. “You’ll have to call back,” she said, speaking into the phone. “Master is busy!”

She hung up before the person on the other end of the line could respond, then tossed the receiver back into the foyer and jumped into Caleb’s arms. “Master Holdstock! You’ve returned! It’s so good to see you, brah!”

He hugged the catgirl and tried not to think too hard about what she was doing with her hips. She ground them against him with a giggle, holding onto him tight as she welcomed him home. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think his maid was trying to seduce him.

She’s just keyed up from all that catgirl porn, he told himself, setting the maid down on the ground. The fact that I reek of sex probably doesn’t help.

The blowjob in the carriage had been incredible. Eira got him off with moments to spare, drinking down the last of his load as the carriage slowed to a stop just outside of the World Tree. Kerr and her three-headed dog were waiting for them, and if she’d noticed anything when she climbed into the dimly lit, sex-filled carriage, she hadn’t said anything about it.

Cerebus rode on top of the taxi the whole way into Hades. The dog was with them now, which was more than he could say about Kerr. She’d taken lodgings in the city, which he was expected to pay for until he got her settled.

He was rich now, so he supposed he didn’t mind. He tried to tell himself he was buying a prime spreader of Wyrdworld gossip, but the truth was that he’d really only been interested in Kerr’s dog. Cerebus was a good boy, and he was looking forward to letting the big mutt put down roots in his apartment.

“It’s good to see you, too,” Caleb said, gesturing.

His companions entered behind him, Eira and Yui in front with Desdemona just behind. The blonde held a slender leather leash, connected to Cerebus’s central head.

“Mission accomplished,” Caleb said. “Dez is here now, and she’s going to help us with our mission for Lady Lachrymosa. I dare say you remember her?”

Mitzi did. She gave the newcomer a confused look, then her eyes went wide as saucers as she put the name and the face together. Suddenly Mitzi was kneeling on the carpet, her head inclined like she was receiving a queen.

“Lady Desdemona!” the malkini cried. “Brah, it’s been so long!”

A smirk spread across Dez’s face. “Oh come now, Mitzi. You’ve known me how long now? You know you don’t have to refer to me as ‘Lady’ anything. ‘Dez’ will be fine.”

“Yes, ma’am!” The catgirl shot to her feet. “I… I never thought I’d see you again, brah! Wow, I can’t believe it’s really you! You look good!”

“Thank you.” Desdemona ran her fingers through her hair. “Having a new sense of purpose has definitely made me feel younger. As has being so close to Caleb.”

Mitzi might have been a flighty malkini, but she was no dummy. She understood what Desdemona was saying. Caleb thought her eyes looked big before.

“She’s in your harem!?” the catgirl cried, looking overjoyed. “Brah, that’s such good news! You and Lady Desdemona are fucking!”

As if to punctuate her point, one of the malkini in Mitzi’s porn video suddenly screamed with bliss, begging for the human taking her to pound her harder and faster.

“We should probably cut that off,” Desdemona said with a snicker. “What must the neighbors think?”

In short order, Mitzi had the place running smoothly. With the constant porn noises gone, Caleb could hear himself think. The malkini maid brought them out drinks and snacks and they sat down on the couches, relaxing after their long journey.

Desdemona rose and inspected her portrait. “I did not look that good when that was painted,” she said wryly.

Eira snorted. “Babes, you look that good now.”

Desdemona blushed. It made her look even more beautiful than usual. “You’re flattering me, but I appreciate it,” she said, turning away from her younger image on the wall. “May I begin my duties as your assistant now, Caleb?”

“Please,” he said, nibbling on a piece of smoked meat. Say this for the Wyrdworld; they knew how to put together a bomb platter of charcuterie.

Desdemona nodded. In a matter of moments, the flirty, lusty look slid off her face and was replaced with a far more businesslike demeanor.

Compartmentalizing, Caleb thought. Nice.

Desdemona gathered her thoughts, then spoke.

“The item Lady Lachrymosa needs you to Craft should be arriving at any time now,” she said, rubbing her chin thoughtfully as she walked across the room. She didn’t sit back down on the couch; instead she paced back and forth, clearly more comfortable with thinking on her feet. “In fact, I’m a little surprised she didn’t jump the gun and send her accountant with it already. That woman is many things, but patient is not typically a quality that gets associated with her.”

Caleb could understand that. “I’m a little surprised, too. Actually… Mitzi!”

The catgirl came in from the kitchen at once. She wore two oven mitts over her paws—she must have been busy baking something, some dessert surprise to welcome Desdemona into the harem and into Caleb’s life.

“What’s up, brah?” the catgirl asked.

“Did you hear from Lady Lachyrmosa while I was gone?” Caleb asked. “Have there been any updates on the Crafting situation?”

Mitzi nodded in a way that reminded him of a bobblehead. “Oh yeah, brah! I’ve gotten, like, tons of messages from that vampire! And her weird-ass assistant, too!”

“What did she say?” Caleb asked. “Actually—shit, don’t bother. I’ll call her right now. God damn it, she must be fuming…”

A worried look spread across Desdemona’s face. “Something’s wrong,” she whispered, her gaze traveling to the television. “Where is the remote?”

Eira and Yui both got up and started looking for it.

“It’s got to be somewhere between these cushions,” the elf said, digging through them. “Damn thing always disappears when you need it the most!”

Desdemona nodded. “I need to get caught up on what’s been happening in the Wyrdworld,” she said, helping Yui and Eira search. “You speak with the vampire, Caleb. See what it is that’s got Lady Lachrymosa’s panties in a twist.”

Caleb walked into the kitchen, leaving the others to hunt for the remote. His heart hammered in his chest as he dialed the number for Omega. She was probably just checking in on me, he told himself, willing his pulse to slow. There’s nothing to worry about. We planned everything perfectly, got away without a hitch.

The line connected.

“Caleb?” a strangled voice asked. He recognized it as Charity, Lady Lachrymosa’s accountant and chief lieutenant. “Shit, is that finally you?”

His stomach twisted, ice filling his guts. He could tell he’d missed something awful.

“I—”.

It was as far as he got.

The line crackled as the sounds of a muffled argument carried over the line. A moment later there was an authoritative female voice on the phone—one that Caleb would have recognized anywhere.

“Caleb Holdstock!” It was Lady Lachrymosa, and she sounded pissed. “Where in the name of rusty fuck have you been!?”

Clearly, the situation was even worse than he’d expected. He whispered a silent prayer of thanks that he’d decided to call, rather than pay the Omega Sovereign a personal visit. If Lady Lachrymosa was in the room with him right now, he couldn’t be certain she wouldn’t try to rip his head clean off his body.

“I was… busy,” Caleb said, trying to think of a suitable lie. “You told me to build my harem, right? So I brought a few girls over. Turns out I’ve got that Holdstock stamina—I—”

“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Lady Lachrymosa snapped. “Charity called your apartment three times to schedule the delivery of the item, and each time your maid gave us the same excuse. All while women moaned in the background like they were trying to win a contest!”

“Hey,” Caleb said, hoping to run with it. “You can’t blame me for making a woman happy.”

“It was the same moaning each time,” the vampiress replied flatly. “Moaning which my steadfast and detail-oriented accountant traced to the second half of the pornographic film Catgirl Sluts #9: Petting Pussies!”

Caleb put his hand over the receiver and stared at Mitzi. Petting pussies? he mouthed, frowning.

The maid shrugged. She liked what she liked.

“So no, Caleb Holdstock,” Lady Lachrymosa continued, practically spitting into the phone. “You have not been sitting at home like a good boy waiting for your work to arrive like I told you to do! And you have not even been slutting it up around town like a bad boy, which would at least raise your stock in trade in the Wyrdworld! And you missed our date!”

Caleb’s mouth was halfway open in a reply when he heard the last part of Lady Lachrymosa’s statement. He’d been so distracted by his trip to Earth and his upcoming mission that he’d completely forgotten about his promise to take the vampiress out to dinner.

“Shit. When was that supposed to happen?”

There was a pause. “Yesterday,” Lady Lachrymosa said, her voice practically a growl. “I had reservations at Lanita’s and everything!”

“Very exclusive!” Caleb heard a voice shout from further away. That would be Charity.

“So I’ve heard,” he said, palming his forehead. “I didn’t realize. I’m sorry, Lady Lachrymosa. I know you probably jumped through hoops to get that reservation.”

“Technically, I did!” Charity cried. There were sounds of a scuffle—Caleb could tell the accountant was trying to make her voice heard over the line. “But that’s alright, Caleb! I’m sure you were busy!”

“My accountant is being annoying,” Lady Lachrymosa said in a peeved voice. “Listen, Crafter, if you had at least given me a little bit of notice, we could have worked things out. I’m not angry with you—just disappointed.”

“Mmh hmm,” Caleb said. To him, Lady L sounded quite angry, but he wasn’t about to provoke the vampiress further. Not when she seemed like she might be about to slip into a forgiving mood.

“Tell me what happened.” She sounded like she was trying to suppress her irritation and doing a mediocre job of it. “Why were you not able to make it to our date, Crafter? Where have you been?”

“The press is speculating!” Charity cried from the background. “They’re saying one of the clan heads kidnapped you, or killed you! Because of all the unpleasantness…”

“Which we know isn’t true,” Lady Lachrymosa cut in. “Believe me, if anyone were to try and kidnap you, my Crafter, it would be very, very bad times for them.” She chuckled darkly. “I’d have a half-dozen hard-ass vamps up their ass so fast they’d be spitting out fangs when they scream their last—”

“Wait,” Caleb said. “What do you mean, unpleasantness?”

Only now did he notice the sound of raised voices coming from his own living room. Desdemona had told him she was going to check out what was going on with the Wyrdworld news, so he’d just assumed any noise he’d heard coming from that direction was the television.

“You don’t know?” Lady Lachrymosa’s frown was audible from the other side of the phone. “My dear boy, where the fuck have you been for the last two days?”

“Caleb?” Eira was knocking on the kitchen door. “I think you’d better come out here…”

“I’ve been on Earth,” Caleb said through gritted teeth. He hadn’t wanted to tell Lady Lachrymosa anything about it, but hiding it was going to be too much of a hassle. “I was tracking down someone who’s going to help me become a better Crafter. Who’ll help me turn that diamond you gave me into whatever it’s supposed to be.”

“Oh!” The vampiress’s tone brightened. “You must mean Desdemona. Good for you! I would have suggested the same thing.”

The knocking on the door grew more insistent. A moment later the door opened a crack and Eira peeked in, saw Caleb on the phone, and withdrew her head. Through the gap, he could hear what sounded like a worried newscaster on the television.

The fact that the beautiful female reporters who read Hades’s top stories sounded worried nearly froze Caleb’s blood. Whatever was going on was as serious as a heart attack.

“Lady Lachrymosa,” he demanded, gripping the phone tight. “What the hell is going on?”

There was a long pause. In the silence, he could see Lady Lachrymosa’s vicious, shark-like smile.

“It’s war, baby,” the vampiress said with relish. “Our city is at war.”


Chapter 23

When Caleb walked back into the living room, he found they’d gotten visitors while he was away. Kerr sat on the couch, nervously petting the three-headed dog Cerebus as she watched headlines scroll along the bottom of the Wyrdworld news. To Caleb’s even greater surprise, Mare was in the apartment as well. The demoness sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the TV like a little kid, her gaze fixed on the screen. Mitzi flittered around like a butterfly, handing out coffee and snacks on demand.

“Lady Lachrymosa is coming,” he told the group. “She’s bringing Charity. And the diamond.”

Instantly, all eyes in the room were on him.

“She’s moving through the city?” Desdemona asked, looking more than a little surprised. “Now?”

Caleb swallowed hard. “She says it’s important. That she has a responsibility to this person she signed a contract with, this M…”

Eira let out a huff. “M still matters? The city’s at war, Caleb. Civil war! Have you heard?”

The atmosphere in the room crackled with anxiety.

“I heard a little bit,” he said, shaking his head as he made his way to the couch. “Lady Lachrymosa didn’t really give me the details.”

A gorgeous succubus in a leather corset with a suit jacket over it was narrating on the television, framed by photos of clashes around the city. A short video clip played of a building on fire, flames streaming from the tall windows while two groups of shadowy figures battled on the streets.

“This isn’t the first war that’s come to Hades,” Desdemona said. “It won’t be the last, either. I’m glad we made it to the apartment in one piece—it’s a miracle we missed the fighting. We should stay here until it’s over.”

“I didn’t even know things like this happened in Hades,” Caleb said.

Desdemona sighed. “Come sit,” she said, gesturing to an empty seat on the couch between Eira and Yui. “I’ll try to get you up to speed before the vampiress arrives. I have a feeling I know what she’s going to ask from you once she gets here.”

Caleb thought he did as well. He sat down, and immediately found himself in both Eira and Yui’s embrace. Their hands clutched him, rubbing him between his shoulders and holding onto his side.

“She’s right,” Kerr said. The guard looked harried, like she’d realized the situation she was in and came running as soon as she’d heard. “Hades is no stranger to civil wars and strife. It’s best to just hunker down and wait for it to be over.”

Desdemona nodded. She radiated calmness and authority, and (not for the first time), Caleb realized how lucky he was to have his grandfather’s former assistant running things here for him in Hades. She was a natural delegator and leader, and was good at soothing the emotions of his companions. All qualities she was going to need.

“Sometime late last night, there was an assassination attempt,” Desdemona explained, gesturing at the screen. “A group of warlocks assaulted the leader of the Blackveil clan while she was leaving a restaurant in the most desirable part of the city. She survived, thanks to her bodyguards, and when they ran identification on several of the bodies, they discovered they were linked to the leadership of the Moonwraith clan.”

Eira whistled through her teeth. While most of the people in the room looked horrified by the story, Caleb thought Eira had a bit of professional respect for the brass balls on the assassination squad. After all, she was a member of one of Hades’ clans herself.

“Twisted shit, huh?” the elf said. “The three clans haven’t been at each other’s throats in a while, of course, but this is the first time in years the city’s been fully at peace. And some dumbass Moonwraith decides now is the time to try and decapitate Blackveil’s command structure…”

Caleb thought there was probably more to it than that. And from the look on her face, so did Desdemona.

“The Greenwreaths weren’t involved?” Caleb asked. “No one tried to bump off their leader, either?”

Desdemona shook her head. “Right now, the Greenwreaths are remaining neutral. Representatives from both clans have reached out to them, though, and the Wyrdworld News is chasing down every rumor as to which way their leadership might lean. It could make the difference between whether this is a quick, internal conflict, or a full-blown war.”

Eira snorted. “Please. We all know who my people are going to stand with.” She gave Caleb a fierce look. “The Greenwreaths hate the Blackveils and the Moonwraiths, but we hate the Moonwraiths way more. If it comes down to it, we’ll back them against those gray-eyed fuckers.”

“This all sounds… strange,” Caleb said, frowning as his gaze traveled to the news. They were showing an interview with a news correspondent, who was standing on the sidewalk near the scene of the assassination attempt. Neon signs flickered on and off on the nearby buildings.

He caught sight of one. It said Lanita’s…

His eyes widened. Ice water filled his veins.

“Oh shit,” Caleb whispered. “That’s where the assassination attempt happened? At that restaurant?”

His tone must have told Desdemona he knew something. She whirled on him, her expression tightening. “It is. Lanita’s. It’s a—”

“Demonic-Mexican fusion restaurant,” Caleb cut in, his mouth going dry. “Dez, that’s where Lady Lachrymosa and I were supposed to have dinner. Where we were supposed to have dinner last night.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the room.

From her position in front of the TV, Mare started to laugh. “I’ll bet you a hundred Dark Dollars,” she said, looking over her shoulder, “that I know who got that reservation after Lady Lachrymosa canceled.”

“They weren’t trying to kill the leader of the Blackveils,” Caleb realized. “Those assassins were trying to kill me!”

He didn’t want to believe it. Yet the more he thought about it, the more true it had to be. The hit was a mistake: the assassins hired by the Moonwraiths had expected to run into Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa, and gun them both down. Instead, they’d run afoul of a powerful witch—the leader of the Blackveil clan.

“Someone tell me I’m wrong,” he said, hoping that Desdemona or Eira would bring up evidence. “Please. Tell me I didn’t accidentally cause a civil fucking war in Hades by taking a two-day vacation…”

Desdemona swallowed hard. “Actually, that would clear up a mystery that the newscasters have been trying to figure out.”

Caleb stared, waiting for her to continue.

“Apparently, some of the warlocks were found carrying specialized weapons,” she said, her face growing grave. “Of the sort used to neutralize vampires. As the leader of the Blackveils is no vamp, its speculated that they were expecting vampire bodyguards—”

“No they weren’t.” Caleb laughed, but there was no humor in it. “They were going to kill me. Or they were going to kill Lady Lachrymosa, and shank me if I tried to stop them.”

There was silence in the living room for a few moments.

Finally, Mitzi spoke. “Why would the Moonwraiths do that?” she asked, frowning. “They don’t hate Lady Lachrymosa, brah! And they’ve got no reason to kill you!”

Caleb watched the screen, not listening to the news correspondent’s report. “I don’t know that they did,” he said, thinking it through. “Dez. Moonwraith is denying they did this, aren’t they?”

She gave a little start, and he knew he’d hit a bullseye. “Indeed they do,” Desdemona said. “Not that anyone believes them. The first thing any clan who’d authorized the assassination of the head of another clan would do is put out an official statement denying it.”

“No one would believe it,” Caleb agreed. “Even if it happens to be true.”

Someone had tried to kill him. And they’d tried to pin it on one of the city’s clans, using them as a patsy.

His mind worked furiously. If he knew all this—if he’d been able to put it together in just a few minutes worth of logic and reasoning—then the chances Lady Lachrymosa didn’t know it as well were pretty much nil. Omega had to be aware that someone had tried to assassinate their queen.

And yet the vampiress and her assistant were coming here. Why?

He looked at Desdemona, feeling certain that she was thinking along the same lines. She shrugged. Clearly she didn’t know, either.

“Mitzi, please put a pot of coffee on,” she said, gesturing at the catgirl maid. “Something tells me we’re in for a long night.”

“Sure thing, brah!” the malkini said, making her way into the kitchen.

Suddenly Caleb thought of something. “Do we have any blood?” he asked, frowning at Desdemona.

Yui let out a little laugh. “We’re full of blood. Technically.”

Caleb smiled. “I mean to give to Lady Lachrymosa and Charity. We should have refreshments for them too, right?”

One of Desdemona’s shoulders rose, then fell. “I will offer myself as a vessel if necessary,” she said, saying it like she would be doing so to avoid Kerr or Mare being forced to provide the vampires blood. “But I don’t think they’ll stand on social niceties. This is an emergency—”

As if underscoring exactly how much of an emergency, there came a knocking on the door.

Caleb stared at it, then at his companions. “That couldn’t possibly be them,” he said, his brows furrowing together. “I just got off the phone with them two minutes ago…”

He went to the door and opened it. Lady Lachrymosa and Charity stood in the hallway, waiting expectantly. The elder vampiress was so tall that her head grazed the ceiling.

“Crafter!” Charity flashed a toothy smile, her fangs clearly visible. “May we enter your apartment, please?”

Caleb stared at them, stunned. “How the fuck did you get here so fast?”

Charity looked a bit taken aback. “Why, we flew, of course,” she said, recovering smoothly. “May we have permission to enter, Crafter? Most of the rumors about our kind are hurtful nonsense, but the one about us needing to be granted permission to enter a dwelling is unfortunately very real.”

They’re vampires, Caleb remembered, looking up at Lady Lachrymosa. And up. They can’t come in unless they’re invited.

The vampire leader of Omega seemed even taller in Caleb’s hallway than she’d been sitting at her desk in her office. She was going to need to practically limbo in order to make it through the doorframe—and she looked like she meant to go for it.

“Sure,” he said, stepping aside. “Both of you are very welcome. Come in.”

They did, Charity going first. The blonde vampire accountant carried a black silk purse over her shoulder with a bulge in the side. Caleb was fairly certain what was inside, and it made his heart race. The diamond, he thought, remembering the hologram the vampires had shown him. Wow.

“Excellent,” Lady Lachrymosa said, taking a seat on the couch. “It seems you have been expanding your harem while you were gone, Caleb. Though you still do not have enough bitches to truly be reckoned a man in Hades…”

“I’m not having sex with most of these women.” He did a quick count, glancing around the room. “Less than half of them, actually.”

Lady Lachrymosa rolled her eyes. “Pity. They make a good representative sample: elf, demoness, malkini. Now all you need is a vampire or two.”

Caleb ignored that for the moment. “Listen,” he said, turning and addressing the vampiress. “The assassination attempt against the Blackveil, that was a mistake. Those warlocks thought they were going to kill us—”

Lady Lachrymosa held up a hand. “Of course they were,” she said, shaking her head. “I am pleased you put all that together so quickly, Caleb. Your grandfather would be proud of your detective skills.”

“I had to tell her,” Charity whispered, giving Caleb a wink. “It was me who gave the Blackveil the Lady’s dinner reservation—as a gift, once we realized we could not get in touch with you. When we saw the vampire weapons, well: it didn’t take much to put two and two together.”

Caleb nodded. “So who’s behind it?”

“We don’t know,” Lady Lachrymosa said flatly. “But Caleb—I received an important message while you were gone. From M.”

Caleb still wasn’t sure who that was. The more he thought about it, the more absurd it seemed that anyone in any position of power within Hades would care about getting an item Crafted in the middle of this mess.

Perhaps M had called to cancel. But from the predatory smile on Lady Lachrymosa’s face, Caleb did not think so.

“What did they say?” he asked.

Oh yes. Lady Lachrymosa definitely looked like a shark. “You are not going to believe this. M sent a missive to our offices to tell us that this item—Charity, go on and take out the diamond now, please—may have the power to end the war in Hades before it begins!”

As if she were the ringleader in a circus, Charity whipped the pack around with a flourish and produced the diamond. It looked exactly as it had in the hologram, and seeing it in real life shocked Caleb to his core. If he had such a thing back on Earth, it would be worth millions of dollars—even the great big rock in the Smithsonian wouldn’t compare.

And yet, as he looked at it, he frowned. Something didn’t compute.

“M gave us this item to Craft before the war broke out,” Caleb said. Around the room, he could see everyone coming to the same conclusion. “So how the hell is it supposed to help us stop the war? Forgive me for saying it, but that sounds pretty fucking suspicious to me.”

“A bright one, aren’t you!?” Lady Lachrymosa looked thrilled. “Yes, Gene would be proud of you, Crafter. M has indeed tipped their hand with that little remark. They must be eager to have their item Crafted despite the current situation.”

The pieces clicked together in Caleb’s head. He didn’t like the picture they made.

“You think M did all this,” he said, looking around the room. “The assassination attempt. The civil war. You think the same person who sent you this diamond is behind all of it.”

Lady Lachrymosa smiled. “I do.”

Parts of it still didn’t make sense to Caleb. Why would this mysterious M try and have Caleb murdered, if they needed him to Craft the diamond they’d brought to the vampires? Perhaps the assassins were supposed to kill Lady Lachrymosa, and were under orders to leave Caleb alive?

He had no idea. He probably never would.

Unless he solved the mystery.

“That’s why we’re here,” Lady Lachyrmosa said, her hands on her hips. “To watch you Craft the diamond. Twice.”

Caleb frowned. “Why?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s face lit up. “Because,” she said, nodding at the rock, “whoever this M is, this item is the only link I have to them. And whatever it’s going to transform into has got to be M’s heart’s desire. Otherwise, they’d never have paid the fucking fortune they sent over for Crafting rights.”

Caleb nodded. “You think that once you see what it becomes, you’ll know who M is.”

“That’s right.” Lady Lachrymosa showed her fangs.

“What are you going to do once you know?” Yui asked.

Lady Lachrymosa’s head slowly turned. “It’s simple. Once I know who M is, I will fly directly to their location. Then I’m going to reach into their chest, split their ribcage, and remove their still-beating heart from their body. And eat it.”

The calm way she said it convinced Caleb she would do exactly that.

“This is my city,” the vampiress hissed. “Oh yes, we let the clans do their clan-ny thing, seeing as so many citizens of Hades go gaga for that kind of thing. It’s quite like humans and their sports teams, you know. But the real power in this city isn’t the Blackveils, the Greenwreaths or the Moonwraiths. It’s the fucking vampires.”

“We control the money,” Charity piped in, lifting a finger. “It’s the golden rule. Whoever has the gold makes the rules!”

Lady Lachrymosa nodded. “You’re going to Craft the diamond, Caleb. And once you do, I will know who M is. Together, we will end this war before it begins. We will kill everyone who opposes us, and bury their families alive in their caskets.” Then she grinned almost girlishly. “And then we can have that date!”

Hearing the vampiress talk about that at the end of everything else almost felt like the punchline to a joke. Caleb had to fight not to laugh, and almost failed.

Fortunately for him, he was saved by Desdemona.

“Very well,” she said, reaching out her hands to Charity to take the jewel. The accountant hesitated for a moment, then handed it over, glancing over at Lady Lachrymosa for confirmation before doing so. “We should begin right away, Caleb.”

“Now?” he asked.

Desdemona nodded. “I had hoped to teach you more before you embarked on this Crafting. There is so much you need to know about Item Worlds and how to navigate them. You should have been learning these things from your grandfather, instead of having them thrust upon you in a rush following his death.” A faint smile spread across her face. “But I’d say you’re doing well for yourself, given the circumstances.”

“More than well,” Eira chimed in.

“Thanks, but I’ve got a long way to go.” He sighed. “You want to do it right here? Right now?”

Desdemona shook her head. “Best to take it into the other room. When you open the world inside of an item, there’s always the risk of the portal being larger than you anticipated. We wouldn’t want to accidentally suck anyone inside who didn’t wish to accompany you on your journey.”

That made sense. “You and me,” Caleb said, ticking his way through mentally. “Plus Eira and Yui. Anybody else coming?”

Mare shook her head. So did Kerr. Mitzi looked like she’d gladly go, but Caleb wanted the maid to stick around the apartment while he was gone. Someone had to keep order around here. Though he doubted Lady Lachrymosa or Kerr would be bold enough to try and snoop around during the Crafting.

“We will stay here,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “The Crafting is your job, Caleb Holdstock. You will handle the transformation, while my assistant and I will watch and see what develops from the diamond you have transformed.”

“Hopefully we will have enough information to determine M’s identity from the first Crafting,” Charity added. “But if not the first, then definitely the second.”

The vampires sounded confident. Caleb wasn’t quite confident, but he had his harem by his side. Together, they’d make it through.

Desdemona handed him the diamond. It was heavy in his palm, and he could feel the energy radiating from it—it felt like potential. Whatever this thing was supposed to become once he’d Crafted it twice, he knew one thing for sure.

None of the people waiting on it were going to disappointed.

Caleb took his companions and led them into the bedroom, readying his vorlesen. It was time to Craft.

He slammed the silver dog’s head against the jewel. It rippled, sending a shockwave of energy through the room. The women cried out, whooping in mingled alarm and excitement as the portal opened.

The diamond folded outward, transforming into a portal to somewhere else. The last thing Caleb saw before it swallowed him and his harem whole was a flash of brilliant darkness.


Chapter 24

Once again, Caleb Holdstock found himself on the threshold of a brave new world.

He opened his eyes to see a peaceful, evening sky. The scent of cherry blossoms surrounded him, and the path ahead was filled with gnarled trees covered in the colorful leaves. The moon hung low in the sky, bathing the landscape in an ethereal illumination.

A public park? Caleb thought. That’s what this looks like.

There was no moment of wrenching dislocation. A moment ago he’d stood in his bedroom back on Hades—now he was in a whole new world. A pocket universe, contained within the diamond the mysterious M had shipped to Lady Lachrymosa.

He looked around. Caleb hadn’t known what to expect when entering the Item World: monsters, puzzles, an obstacle course lying in wait for an unobservant Crafter. So it was a shock to see the quiet, tranquil landscape all around him.

His harem fanned out around him. Eira and Desdemona took point to his left and right, while Yui stayed next to him as if the strange new world frightened her. His hand grasped hers, giving it a squeeze and reminding her he was there.

“This isn’t what I expected,” Caleb said. “It looks like we’re inside of some kind of Japanese Zen garden.”

He felt the urge to relax. But he needed to be on his guard.

Desdemona clearly felt no such urge. She walked a quick circle around the group, peering into the distance on all sides. The sound of slowly running water reached Caleb’s ears, and he realized that there was a small stream a short distance from where they stood. The gravel path beneath their feet led to it.

“Item Worlds are many things, but predictable is rarely one of them.” Desdemona gave their surroundings a suspicious glance. “We should be on our guard here. There’s no telling what surprises might be lurking in the shadows.”

Caleb thought about the hall of mirrors beneath the big top he’d wandered through with Eira and nodded. “Everyone stay close. Let’s take our time and get to the exit.”

As with most Item Worlds, the purpose of the pocket universe was to make it to the end. They looked flat, but were actually tiny cylinders, a silo of sorts. Desdemona had tried to explain it to him, even drawn a diagram that looked more like a wedding cake than a model of the universe. Caleb didn’t fully grasp it, but he’d figured a few things out.

Like that right now, they were on the first Stratum of the Item World. If the universe inside the diamond was a cylinder, they were at the very bottom—with more layers of reality stacked on top of this gentle, quiet garden. Each Stratum had an exit point back to the real world at the end, along with a set of stairs leading up to the next Stratum. The second level of the Item World would be much harder than the first, and the third would be even harder still.

There was no guarantee that the second level of the Item World would look anything like the first, either. On the drive back to Hades, Desdemona told Caleb about a time she’d helped his grandfather Craft a simple diadem into the coronation crown of the conquering ruler of a far-off Wyrdworld nation. The procedure had required a rare and difficult Triple Crafting, and each Stratum of the world inside the diadem had borne no resemblance to the other two. Even now, Desdemona shuddered to think of it—she and his grandfather had nearly been killed.

Today’s task was simpler than that. He merely had to reach the end of the first Stratum, refine the item, then re-enter it and refine it a second time. Considering how empty the first level of the diamond was, that augured well for how quickly and easily they could complete the mission.

The path beneath their feet was gravel and well-worn. Together, they made their way to the slender stream separating two of the park’s grassy banks. A set of stepping-stones had been dug into the middle of the stream—the polished rocks stood an inch or two above the waterline, their surfaces dark from an occasional wave. The water itself was shallow, barely a foot or two deep, but moved swiftly.

“Is this the right way?” Yui seemed strangely on edge, and had been ever since entering the Item World. “How do we know where the exit is, Caleb? What if we get lost in here forever?”

Desdemona chuckled. “There is nothing to fear, Yui,” said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You have your man here, and you have me. Rest assured, I’ve guided Caleb’s grandfather through hundreds of Craftings, and never once have we been unable to find the exit of a Stratum. They’re usually as obvious as the nose on your face.”

Yui nodded slowly. “Alright,” she said, not sounding particularly convinced.

Caleb leaned over. “What’s gotten into you?” he whispered, sliding an arm around Yui’s waist. She was so tense that part of him worried she’d somehow hurt herself in the transition to the Item World. “You’re not normally like this.”

“I… I don’t know,” Yui whispered. “I just know that this place feels bad to me, Caleb. Bad and… and familiar, somehow. Like I’ve been here before.”

Eira paused. “No offense,” she said, making an awkward face. “But... cherry blossoms, big moon—I’m surprised we don’t see Mount Fuji in the fucking background. Maybe that’s what’s got you feeling that déjà vu?”

But Yui was already shaking her head. “None taken. Still, this definitely isn’t Japan. So why does it feel like I know this place?”

“I’m not sure, but we should keep moving,” Caleb said. “The sooner we find the exit to this Stratum, the better.”

They made their way across the stream, crossing the stepping stones one at a time. Desdemona went first, insisting she could tell if the crossing was magically warded, then motioned for the others to follow. Caleb took up the rear, just to be safe.

Once they were on the other side of the bank, he turned around and stared in the direction they’d come. The section of the park behind them looked nearly identical to that in front of them—almost like an unbroken strip. Despite Desdemona’s assurances, he indeed worried that it was possible to get lost out here.

They continued walking. Slowly Caleb’s adrenaline began to ebb—the simple motion of traveling through the sleepy park was beginning to wear away his sense of danger. He’d been on a knife’s edge, expecting the worst, and he’d found no resistance waiting for him in the world within the diamond. He found that strange.

And more than a little suspicious.

He voiced those suspicions a few moments later once he’d had time to chew them over. “There are no monsters here.”

Eira glanced at him over her shoulder. “There’s not,” she agreed with a smile. “Thank the Pointed God for that.”

“I’m not thanking anyone. There should be monsters, shouldn’t there? Desdemona, you’ve been inside more Item Worlds than any of us. Have you ever entered one and found it completely empty like this?”

She turned around, frowning. From the look on her face, Caleb could tell that she was indeed worried as well.

“No, I haven’t. To walk this far into an Item World and experience no visible resistance is extremely unusual.” She brightened. “But we shouldn’t be far from the exit now. I think I can see the stairs leading to the second Stratum not too far down the road.”

As if conjured by her thought, Caleb realized she was right. Off in the distance, surrounded by mist and just on the other side of another one of those slender, fast-moving streams lay a set of stairs. They rose steeply upward, before disappearing into a thicket of branches from a nearby tree.

Caleb had seen this trick before. Once a person reached the top of those stairs, they’d no longer be in the first Stratum of the Item World. Those stairs were a portal of sorts, no different than the chalk outline of a door on the wall of his grandfather’s basement.

Caleb had no intention of climbing those stairs. He strained to see where the ‘flag’ was for the first Stratum—the item that would allow him and his party to leave this dungeon and complete the first level of refinement. As he looked, he noticed a small lantern hanging from the tree’s branches, with a flickering flame in a little box. That had to be it.

Reaching the lantern would open the portal home. He strode forward resolutely, already looking forward to the looks on Lady Lachrymosa and Charity’s faces when he returned. They’d be so proud that he cleared the first Crafting so quickly…

A few feet from the banks, Caleb froze. Standing on the stepping stones in the center of the stream was a solitary figure—a young woman with striking red hair. Her face matched the park they’d found themselves in; she looked like she could have been a city dweller in Kyoto or Nagoya, out for an evening’s stroll in the park.

The woman smiled at him as he approached the edge of the water. Caleb didn’t like that smile one bit.

“Hello there, young man,” the woman said, leaning forward and putting her hands on her hips. She wore a long, silky gown that seemed to flow around her like the water of the stream. “Would you give me your name?”

Caleb had no intention of responding to this woman, but even if he’d wanted to, he wouldn’t have been able to because a hand slammed down over his mouth.

His eyes slid to the side. Yui stood next to him, every muscle in her body taut, her face ghostly pale with horror.

“Baby,” Yui whispered, “do not say a fucking word to this woman.”

Caleb stiffened. A tingle went down his spine at her words, and the hair on the back of his neck stood straight up. She’d had a bad feeling about this place almost from the moment she’d arrived, and now she looked like she was beginning to realize why.

“Oh, come now!” The red-haired woman straightened up, a beatific smile spreading across her features. Under different circumstances she would have looked helpful and cheerful, like a teacher who worked with very small children. Only her eyes told a different story. Those eyes were filled with hate. “We are all friends here. You are a fellow traveler, are you not?”

“Don’t answer,” Yui whispered. She shook her head, her eyes enormous. “Just don’t!”

Slowly, Caleb removed Yui’s hand from his mouth. “I wasn’t planning on it,” he said, glancing at the red-haired woman in the stream before returning his attention to Yui. She didn’t look like she was about to attack, but you could never be sure. “What’s going on? You’ve figured something out.”

Yui nodded. “I know why I’m getting déjà vu with every fucking step I take in this place,” she said, beginning to tremble. “It’s not in my memory, babe. It’s in my fucking blood.” Her eyes flickered down to her legs, which so recently had been confined in either braces or a wheelchair. “My Fae blood.”

“I don’t like that word!” the woman in the stream teased. Unlike Yui, she didn’t look uncomfortable in the least. In fact, she looked like she was having the time of her life. “I’m not a fan of being called that, missy!”

“We have to turn around!” Yui hissed, nodding in the direction of the road they’d taken. “We’ll go a different way, babe! Let’s go, let’s go right now!”

Something about this woman was giving Yui a panic attack. Caleb couldn’t blame her—he didn’t like her, either. Clearly she meant no good.

But they were so close to the lantern. Caleb could practically pick up a stone and hit the exit gates with it.

Caleb looked around Yui in his arms and glared at the woman in the stream. She stood in the center of the water, her feet placed like a dancer’s on the wet stepping stone. A serene smile spread across her face.

She can wait there all day, Caleb thought. And she probably will.

“Hang on just a second.” Caleb gently helped Yui to the side. “I want to figure out what this woman’s deal is.”

The woman just stood there, a smiling statue in the water.

Yui’s face filled with horror. “Are you kidding me? She’s a Fae!”

He knew this woman was trouble, but he was determined to be careful.

Her grin widened as she took a step forward, moving from one steppingstone to the next.

An alarm began to ring in the back of Caleb’s head. Yui’s words caused old memories to rise to the surface—things he half-remembered from movies and TV shows. Fae were fairies, except with all the happy Disney bullshit stripped away. They made a big deal out of names.

Caleb cupped a hand around his mouth. “Who are you?”

The woman cocked her head to the side. Way too far to the side. Too far for it to be natural. Caleb’s stomach turned at the sight.

“Your friend is wrong,” she giggled, grinning to show a mouth filled with too many teeth. “I’m not dangerous! In fact, I’m here to warn you. This stream isn’t like the other ones you’ve crossed on your way here. If you set foot in it, you’ll die!”

Her words gave Caleb pause. He craned his neck and looked at the stream. It didn’t seem any different than the other creeks and small rivers his group had walked across, but appearances could be deceiving.

“I cannot lie,” the Fae said. “You should not lie to me either. Give me your name, dear, and I’ll ferry your women across my stream. No one will harm a single hair on their heads!”

It was a perfectly simple request. Caleb felt absolutely certain that fulfilling it would mean his death. Or a fate worse than death, if the vague memories he had of Fae lore were anything to go on.

He took Desdemona by the shoulder. “Is she telling the truth? Can she lie?”

Desdemona gave the woman in the stream a sideways look. “She is technically correct,” she whispered, her lips forming a tight little line. “Fae cannot directly lie, at least not within the borders of their own territory. And this would certainly qualify as their territory.” She swallowed hard. “But they twist the truth. You can’t trust anything they say.”

“So the stream really will kill us?”

He wondered.

Eira chose that moment to join the rest of the group. Unlike Yui, the elf looked wary but not terrified by the Fae. Being a longtime citizen of Hades, she probably had a great deal more experience with them than Caleb and Yui put together.

“Right,” Eira drawled. “We’ll die if we cross the stream. And we’ll die if we don’t cross the stream, right? Because everyone dies eventually.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Technically correct. The worst kind of correct.”

A sly smile spread across the Fae woman’s face. “Step across if you’d test it,” she said, pointing at Eira. “You’ll see, elf!”

Eira rolled her eyes. She grabbed up a pebble near the stream and tossed it into the water. It bounced once, then sank beneath the surface, the ripples it created swallowed in an instant by the running water.

“She’s a paper tiger,” Eira said, sounding irritated. “Just cross the damn stream. There’s nothing to be worried about—”

The water where the stone disappeared began to boil and bubble. A black tentacle shot from the spot where Eira’s pebble landed, flexed around as it struck the water madly from several directions, then disappeared.

“Okay,” the elf amended. “She’s telling the truth. They do have a guardian in the stream.”

“A guardian who is easy enough to avoid,” the Fae woman said. “Just say your name, sweetheart. Just speak it out loud, and all your troubles will end.”

“Yeah—they’ll end in death,” Caleb whispered. “Shit, what do we do? She’s blocking the way. If we try to get past her, she’ll push us in. Then we’re fucked.”

It wasn’t the most eloquent way of putting the problem, but it happened to be true. Caleb had never dealt with one of the Fae before, and from the way both Desdemona and Yui reacted to the strange woman in the stream, this might be the last time he ever dealt with one.

“If you won’t give me your name, give me the name of one of your women!” the Fae called, laughing. “Tell one of them to grant me their name, and we’ll all leave this world together! You won’t even notice they’re gone!”

Caleb swallowed hard, acid filling his gut. He had a pretty good idea of what would happen if did that—his girlfriend would lose her identity and give it to this Fae. She essentially would no longer exist. In Caleb’s mind, the Fae would become that woman, and his true partner would wander the Item World forever, unable to remember their name or their face or any details of their life.

It was truly a fate worse than death. Caleb would sooner give the Fae his own name than consign one of his women to that hell.

She wants my name, he thought. And she can’t lie. She can just stand there and taunt me all damn day long. If only there was some way to knock her off her perch…

Caleb looked down at his vorlesen. Once before, he’d summoned a wave of force from the silver dog’s head in a desperate moment of need. Could he do it again?

And if so, would it reach the Fae woman? She was pretty far out in the water—distant enough that the attack might dissipate before it reached her. If he attacked and missed, he’d never make it to the other side. The woman would stand there until he either died or gave her a name.

He needed to bring her closer.

Desdemona stared at the Fae woman, sweat beading on her forehead. “I think we should try and go around,” she whispered. “We might be able to find a different bridge over the stream—or a different route out of the Item World—”

“No other way!” the Fae said, lifting her arms. “It’s my way or the highway. Just confirm what I already know, Crafter. Help a fellow traveler out!”

“Go to hell!” Yui cried, turning around and yelling with a surprising vehemence. “Don’t tell her anything,” she whispered to Caleb. “And don’t lie. She can’t lie, and she’ll punish you for trying…”

Caleb nodded. “I think I’ve got this. Let me talk to her.”

Reluctantly, both Desdemona and Yui stepped away.

Eira watched him nervously, then blew him a quick kiss. “Be careful.”

“I will.”

Alright, Caleb. Do or die.

Clutching his vorlesen, he stepped out onto the water.


Chapter 25

The water swirled around Caleb as he walked across the steppingstones. Though the stream he crossed was only a foot deep, perhaps two at the most, the dark tendrils he saw flexing beneath the surface appeared to be far, far beneath the waves.

He watched those tendrils as he walked. He crossed one stone, then the next. The tendrils twitched but did not break the surface. He sensed that as long as he stayed on the stones, the creature would not attack.

If only he could say the same about the woman blocking his path.

The Fae stood three steppingstones away, balanced on the slick stone like a dancer. She watched Caleb approach with a sly look on her face, watching him the way he imagined a cat watched a wounded mouse limp past its hiding place. She was the predator and he was the prey.

At least she thought so.

Caleb sensed he could get out of this. But he was going to need to be clever about it. Above all, he needed to not play the Fae’s game. She was much better at it than he was, and far more experienced.

Caleb stopped with two steppingstones between him and the Fae. He might have been able to overpower her with a blast from the vorlesen—but then again, he might not. She might be expecting it.

He tucked the staff attack away as a last resort and cleared his throat. “So,” he said, smiling at the Fae. “It seems the two of us are at an impasse.”

The Fae woman stared at him, then ran her fingers through her brilliant red hair. “There doesn’t seem to be any trouble to me, Crafter. I know who you are already. I just need you to confirm it.”

Caleb slowly shook his head. “Never going to happen. Surely a fellow traveler like you knows better than that, right?”

For a moment, he thought it was going to work. The Fae woman opened her mouth, a reply already halfway to her tongue, then she caught herself. Nothing came out of her save a strangled little urk.

A moment later she started to laugh.

“Nickname,” the creature said, showing those rows of too many teeth. “Serves me right for saying ‘fellow traveler’ so damned often. I hoped to catch you agreeing to call yourself that, Crafter.”

He’d been close. She’s not perfect, Caleb realized, triumph surging in his veins despite the near miss. And she’s not as clever as she thinks. She can be beaten.

“Would that have really been enough to command you?” he asked. “Just a nickname?”

The Fae shrugged. “You’ll never know, will you?”

That’s a yes, Caleb thought.

There was worry in the Fae’s eyes now. She knew he was more than just some naïve human who’d come wandering into her realm. He was a Crafter..

In fact, he was thinking about this all wrong.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

The Fae woman stared at him. For a moment, she looked honestly flummoxed. “What?”

Caleb made a show of looking around the Item World. “There’s no one else here,” he said, pieces rapidly clicking together in his head. Why had he not realized how strange this situation was before? “You’re not going to convince me that someone lives in this world. This is a pocket universe, contained within a diamond. Only monsters live here.”

The Fae woman frowned. “If you think to trick me into accepting another nickname, human, then you’re barking up the wrong tree—”

Caleb lifted a hand. “You don’t know my name,” he said, taking out his vorlesen. “But I’m pretty damn sure you know what this is.”

The woman’s gaze flickered to the staff in his hand for a brief moment. “I do,” she admitted.

“Then you know what I can do with it,” Caleb said. Technically, it wasn’t even a lie—which, if the Fae knew about, she’d probably admit was clever. “If I’d really wanted to, I could have knocked you off your perch and into that water.”

The Fae woman stiffened. She knows I’m telling the truth, he thought. He could see her much vaunted defenses cracking just the tiniest bit. Now was the time to strike. To widen the crack.

Not with his staff, but with words.

“I’m not going to lie to you,” Caleb promised. “I could have brought magic and violence against you, Fae, but I didn’t. Instead, I’m trying to deal fairly with you. I want to find a way to the other side of this stream that leaves both of us happy and satisfied, and I’m hoping you’ll help me do that.”

Despite herself, she looked intrigued. “You’re not an ordinary human,” she whispered, sounding as if she were speaking to herself. “Are you?”

Caleb just smiled. “You wanted a name, right? I’ve got one for you. The person isn’t here right now, but I get the distinct impression you already know them.”

The Fae woman froze.

“Belleteyn D’Amore,” Caleb said.

He watched her face change. Disbelief flickered across the Fae woman’s serene features, only to be momentarily replaced by a rage so pure that Caleb had to suppress a shudder. It lasted only a moment before the Fae’s serenity slammed down over it like a screen, but before it vanished he got the strangest feeling.

Suddenly he was certain that rage was directed at someone other than him.

“That’s who convinced you to come here, right?” Caleb felt like a fisherman whose bobber had just disappeared beneath the water—like a man with a fish on the hook. “What did she give you? More than a name, I’m sure. What were you promised in exchange for this?”

The Fae blinked. “That’s… that’s not your concern,” she said, trying to deflect. “You’re too clever for your own good, Caleb. Fellow traveler…”

She already knew his name. That much was clear. But unless he spoke it, she lacked the power to do anything with it.

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” Caleb said, somehow managing to laugh. He was no more than an inch from death at any moment, and yet somehow he’d never felt so alive. “It’s not a good look on you. You’re too cute to play those games.”

He’d thought the Fae looked flummoxed before. “You think me cute?”

Caleb grinned. “Sure.”

Again, she cocked her head too far to the side. “Do you have any idea how many of your kind I’ve slaughtered, human?”

“Honestly, that just turns me on more. I’m kind of a freak like that.”

The Fae’s mouth dropped open. “You lie.”

“Never.” Caleb shook his head. “I already told you I wouldn’t. You know Belleteyn is dangerously insane, right? I watched the malkini drive her insane as they dragged her into the Wyrdworld. I’m not trying to insult you, but you’d have to be a fool to think that crazy bitch would honor any promises she made to you.”

His words had the desired effect. The Fae looked as if she might tip right off her steppingstone—though Caleb doubted if the creature in the stream would even attack her if she did. More than ever, he was beginning to realize this whole thing stank of a setup. If he’d attacked the Fae, would it have even done any good? He thought not.

His honesty had likely just saved his life.

The Fae woman’s mouth worked soundlessly for a long moment. “I was not aware of this,” she said, a little taken aback.

“Well that one’s for free,” Caleb said, nodding.

The Fae woman made a face. “Thank you,” she said sarcastically.

Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat.

The Fae’s eyes went to the size of dinner plates. She had just realized what she’d said. In a moment of weakness, she’d thanked Caleb. Even if the words had been meant sarcastically, she’d still said them.

She looked mortified. Caleb smiled.

“Damn it,” she whispered. She looked away, unable to meet his eye. She didn’t say anything else, but he could feel her anger at herself radiating from her like the heat from an open oven.

Caleb only knew a little about fairies from TV shows and movies, but he knew you should never thank them. Any expression of gratitude meant that you owed them—and they could call in pretty much any favor they liked.

“Alright,” he said. “Can we talk about this like adults now?”

The Fae’s lips twitched. “You truly are strange, fellow traveler.”

Caleb didn’t dignify her feeble attempt to tack a nickname on him with a response. “You’re beautiful,” he said instead. “Now step aside, please. You can show your gratitude by allowing me and my friends to cross your stream unmolested.”

The Fae knew she’d been beaten. With a little nod, she hopped backward across the steppingstones. She moved across them with such sureness that Caleb instantly knew he’d never have been able to knock her away with his vorlesen—she traveled across the water like she was born to it.

She reached the far bank and then gestured at Caleb impatiently. “Very well, come on!” she cried, sounding both angry and a little relieved. “Let’s get this done, Crafter!”

Caleb and his companions crossed the steppingstones, careful not to slip. The Fae woman watched them with narrowed eyes, but she didn’t try to stop them. She simply stood there, arms folded, as they passed.

Once they were all safely on the other side, Caleb turned to the Fae. He offered her a smile. “Guess this is goodbye,” he said, careful not to hand her any explicit thanks. It simply wouldn’t do to stumble now, not when he was so close to the finish line.

The Fae frowned. “Uh huh.”

Caleb couldn’t help but grin. “You know, if you do want to give me your name, I wouldn’t do anything messed up with it. But I might look you up sometime.”

Despite everything they’d just been through, the Fae woman managed a slight smile.

“My true name is for me and me alone,” she said, shaking her head. Then she thought for a moment and lifted one finger. “But you may refer to me as Alecto, human. It’s been a pleasure to meet you. Rarely have I ever had the need to pay attention to my verbal sparring.”

“It’s nice to meet you too. I’ll see you later, Alecto.”

The Fae lifted a hand. “Oh, and if you tell anyone about this, I’ll rip your heart out and eat it!”

She sounds like Lady Lachrymosa, Caleb thought as he made a face. I bet those two would get along like a house on fire, now that I think about it…

Speaking of Lady Lachrymosa. She was waiting for Caleb and his harem to arrive.

He made his way over to the lantern and prepared to leave the Item World. The stairs leading up to the second Stratum tempted him for a moment, but only just a moment. He had too much on his plate to wonder about what else this strange item might transform into.

“I’m assuming you heard all that?” Caleb asked as his harem gathered around the lantern.

Desdemona’s face was grave. “Yes,” she said, nodding. “Belleteyn D’Amore has something to do with all of this. Caleb, you don’t think she…?”

“Is ‘M’?” he asked, laughing. “Let’s just say I’m considering it a strong possibility. We’ll see what Lady Lachrymosa thinks.”

They touched the lantern and were gone. A portal ripped open around them, collapsing the Item World, and then they were suddenly back in Caleb’s bedroom back in Hades.


Chapter 26

Caleb’s bedroom looked completely unchanged. For a moment, it was hard to believe that they had just come back from such a crazy adventure. The events in the Item World felt almost like a strange fever dream when seen through the lens of Hades.

Caleb wondered how long it would take him to get used to that feeling. He shook his head, clearing it, then glanced around and checked on each of his girlfriends. They seemed alright, though a bit disoriented.

“We’re back,” Desdemona said. He shouldn’t have been surprised that she’d recovered the fastest—after all, she’d accompanied his grandfather on plenty of Craftings inside of Item Worlds. “For a moment, Caleb, I thought you were a goner…”

The bedroom door slammed open. Lady Lachrymosa stood in the doorway, so tall and broad that only slivers of the room behind her could be seen.

“You have returned!” the vampiress hissed. She shot across the room in a blur, pushing past Caleb and seizing up the diamond on the bed. “Let me see, let me see!”

She appeared by Caleb’s side, her form blurring as she moved faster than sight. “You took more time than expected to complete the first Stratum.”

“We hit a snag,” he said. “Ran into a Fae who was working for Bellteyn D’Amore. Didn’t give me her true name, obviously, but she called herself Alecto.”

A strange smile spread across the vampire’s face. “Alecto is a very famous name among the Fae,” she said, giving Caleb a sympathetic smile. “I hate to say this, Crafter, but I think you may have just been swerved. Ah! What is this?”

“Lady Lachrymosa held the item in her palms, lifting it up in front of her large, pale cleavage. Clutched in her milk-white hands was a silver, diamond encrusted serpent.

“The silver serpents,” Caleb said, making a face. “So it is Belleteyn!”

Lady Lachrymosa looked crestfallen. “You already knew?” she asked, sounding like a kid who’d just opened an empty Christmas present. “You knew that M was Bellteyn?”

“Let’s just say there were some signs in that Item World.” Caleb walked forward and took the item from Lady Lachrymosa, examining it from every angle. The silver serpent—it was less a piece of jewelry than a tiny sculpture—was covered in sparkling diamonds, with gorgeous red jewels in its eyes. The thing looked like it was worth a fortune.

“Wow,” Caleb said, his lips forming a tight little line. “How can something so evil be so goddamn beautiful?”

No one had a good answer for that.

Lady Lachrymosa had hoped to solve the mystery of M’s identity after Caleb’s second Crafting. But this was about the most obvious piece of evidence he’d ever seen. The serpent looked exactly like the necklace he’d seen around Belleteyn D’Amore’s neck. If the woman had been blown up to the size of a giantess, he could picture her wearing the sculpture.

“What do we do now?” Eira looked around the room. “I’m assuming we’re calling off the second Crafting?”

Caleb stared into the depths of the serpent’s eyes. The beady rubies in the sunken orbs of its sockets seemed to glisten, reminding him of the gems in his own vorlesen.

In fact, the resemblance was uncanny.

He held up his staff for comparison. Indeed, the gems sparkling in the eyes of the serpent looked identical to those in his Crafter’s tool. Did that mean this serpent was a tool of sorts, as well?

Just what the hell had he created?

As he thought it, the rubies in the creature’s eyes lit up like tiny flames. For an instant, the face of the silver serpent seemed possessed of an almost indescribable malice—then a wave of force rippled from the sculpture. Caleb was caught completely unaware, with no hope of dodging or getting out of the way.

The wave of force rippled through the room, knocking him to the floor. He saw stars as he landed on the carpet, falling backward. His whole harem had been knocked down as one—only Lady Lachrymosa, who was so much larger than the rest of the group, had managed to remain upright.

“What the hell?” Caleb’s vision swam, and the sound of blood surged in his ears. He worried that he might pass out, but the strange sensation faded almost as quickly as it had come. “What… what did it just do?”

“Shit, I feel funny!” Yui said. “Like I just got out of a tanning booth or something!”

Caleb didn’t feel that at all. There was just a momentary sensation of dizziness. What the hell were they talking about?

“I felt it, too,” Desdemona said, sitting up. “It felt as if an enormous eye traveled over my body, looking into and through me in great detail—and then decided not to act. Like it passed over me and left me behind.”

Caleb blinked. “That is an incredibly specific sensation,” he said, more than a little amazed. “It sounds like you’ve felt something just like it before.”

Desdemona looked grave. “I have. And unless I’m wrong—which I sincerely hope I am—I think we’re all in a lot of trouble. That diamond was trapped—”

In the living room, someone screamed.

Caleb didn’t hesitate. In the blink of an eye, he left the women behind and charged into the living room, his staff held at the ready. He wasn’t sure who or what was screaming, but the tenor of that cry was unmistakable—it was someone in trouble.

He charged through the door, ready for action. At first, he didn’t understand what he was looking at. Charity the vampire accountant was twisting back and forth in front of the fireplace, doing what looked like a spasmic, herky-jerky stripper routine. In her hands was some kind of mink stole, which shimmered and shook as she alternately tried to pull it closer and throw it away—

That was no clothing. That was Mitzi. His maid.

What the ever-loving hell!?

“Get this crazy bitch off me!” Charity cried. Dozens of tiny cuts and scrapes covered her face and arms. “Your malkini has lost her mind!”

Caleb grabbed for Mitzi, shifting his staff to his off-hand. He managed to snatch a handful of her long hair and tugged on it, thinking that would be enough to get the catgirl off Lady Lachrymosa’s vampire assistant.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t.

Instead, the malkini immediately pivoted to Caleb. He found himself under assault by a flurry of punches and kicks. The catgirl’s claws flashed again and again as she attacked, her tiny body striking out with a ferocity that left him utterly gobsmacked.

Pain flared up his wrists; the catgirl was slashing him with every blow. Thick red blood oozed from his wrists as he tried to clamp down on Mitzi’s arms and legs.

“Viva la revolution, brah!” the catgirl cried, digging her nails in tighter. “Down with Hades! Down with the Wyrdworld! Hail the Princess!”

The what!? Caleb could hardly think for the pain. With a grunt, he shoved the catgirl away, not thinking about what direction she was headed or what was in the way.

Mitzi flopped backward, her legs moving like a cartoon character’s. She had just about recovered from the shove when she bumped the coffee table with the backs of her legs, lost her balance, and went ass over teakettle. She hit the carpet with a slam, her legs hanging in the air like two furry bowling pins.

“Ahhh!” the catgirl whimpered. “I’ve been hit! Avenge my death!”

“You’re not dead, you big baby,” Caleb said, looking down at his hands. His wounds were messy, but superficial—he didn’t look as if he’d been seriously wounded. The cuts Mitzi left stung like hell, though.

Cat scratch fever, he thought, his wrists bleeding profusely. There wasn’t any pain; that would come later. Just without the kickass guitar solo…

A blur shot past Caleb. In the blink of an eye, Lady Lachrymosa was in the room. The vampire dominated the center of the living space, standing between him and the catgirl like a wall of supple, vampiric flesh. With one hand she leaned down and pinned Mitzi against the carpet, keeping the catgirl from rising.

“Don’t move,” the vampiress hissed, flashing her fangs. “Or do, if you’re keen on dying today. Caleb, are you alright…?”

The vampiress trailed off. She’d just seen the blood pouring from Caleb’s cuts.

With an effort, Lady Lachrymosa mastered herself. It was a little terrifying the way her face changed—for a few seconds Caleb felt less like a human being than a piece of meat. It was how he imagine a lion looked at a wounded fawn.

The vampiress swallowed hard. “You look like hell,” she said roughly. “Get one of your women to patch up those scratches, Caleb. Before you tempt me to do something I regret.”

“Right here!”

It was Eira, who’d grabbed a towel from the bathroom. She wrapped the fluffy white fabric around Caleb’s wrists, staunching the blood as best she could. Charity looked on. She was clearly better at restraining her vampiric urges than her mistress, yet she still looked like she was tempted to unveil her fangs and lick Caleb’s wounds clean.

Now the pain started. His cuts burned and stung, sizzling like meat on an open griddle. He winced as Eira drew the towel around his injured hands more tightly, doing her best to staunch the bleeding.

“Sorry,” the elf whispered. “I can fix these right up for you once they stop bleeding. I minored in healing cantrips back at university.”

Caleb nodded. The pain mattered to him less than figuring out what the hell had just gotten into his catgirl.

“Mitzi,” he said, shaking off the burning sensation. “What the hell’s gotten into you? Why don’t you calm down?”

For the catgirl hadn’t paused. Her strength was nothing compared to Lady Lachrymosa’s, and so her struggling didn’t amount to much, but she wouldn’t stop. The vampiress hissed with irritation as Mitzi dragged her claws across the other woman’s wrist, marring her milk-pale skin.

“You must be destroyed, brah!” Mitzi roared. As much as a little thing like her could roar, anyway. “The Princess commands it!”

“Princess?” Desdemona stood in the doorway of the living room, her brows pulled together. Wheels spun rapidly behind her eyes as she processed what she was seeing, compared it with what she knew was possible from her years serving Caleb’s grandfather. “Who is the Princess, Mitzi? What did she tell you?”

Mitzi went slack in Lady Lachrymosa’s arms. “Oh, she’s beautiful!” she cried, smiling as her eyes took on the faraway tone of a daydream. “The Princess is the true ruler of Hades, brah! All you elves and vampires are just pretenders!”

Desdemona gave a brisk nod, then turned to Caleb. “Her mind has been altered,” she said, glancing back toward the bedroom they’d just vacated. “I’m thinking it was that strange wave that left the serpent statue—the one that passed over all of us and let us go.”

Yui made a face. “It didn’t let her go,” she whispered.

“I didn’t even feel it,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “Do you think it’s because I’m a guy?”

“That’s very likely,” Desdemona said after a moment’s thought. “One thing is clear. That serpent statue is very, very dangerous. We need to keep it from activating again. God only knows what else it might be programmed to do.”

Suddenly Mitzi gave a jerk, shooting to the side. She’d timed it well—relaxing just enough that Lady Lachrymosa let off some of her weight, then using the moment of relaxation to try and slide free of her grip. If she’d tried it with anyone who wasn’t a vampire, it might have worked.

She got free and jumped straight at Caleb, her claws extended and her face twisted into an expression of pure hate. He flinched, throwing his staff up in a defensive posture, but the attack was already over. Lady Lachrymosa had her hands around Mitzi’s waist, holding her back.

A good thing, too. Caleb’s arms weren’t good for much at the moment, all covered in a towel and soaked with blood.

“Kill him!” Mitzi growled, straining against Lady Lachrymosa’s muscles. “He’s the Crafter, brah! He’s got to die!”

Caleb watched the catgirl struggle in the vampire’s grip. Slowly, a sense of amazement stole over him. Who was this catgirl? She barely resembled the Mitzi he knew—the cute, sedate girl who liked to cook extravagant dinners and spend her evenings reading malkini erotica.

It was like she’d been transformed. Like the wave of force from the serpent statue was a magic spell—one calibrated specifically for malkini.

“Caleb.” Desdemona’s voice came to him from behind. “Be careful. She’s been ensourcelled…”

Caleb took another step toward Mitzi. He scrutinized the look in her amber eyes, ducking back a bit as she got one arm free and raked the air in front of her with her long nails.

“Belleteyn did this,” Caleb said, straightening up. “This was an assassination attempt, just like the one outside of Lanita’s.” He looked around the room. “Does anybody think it was anything else? She knew we’d activate that diamond in my apartment. She had to know my grandfather has a catgirl maid—she’s been serving him for decades.”

No one spoke up. No one had a different idea.

“She tried to kill me at my dinner with Lady Lachrymosa, then she tried to assassinate me in my own home. Using my own maid.” He clucked his tongue, peering down at Mitzi with a mixture of horror and sympathy. He hated what Belleteyn did to her, yet at the same time a dark part of his mind admitted the cleverness of it.

“Serve the Princess!” Mitzi cried, a look in her eyes like nothing Caleb had ever seen before. “Worship the Princess! Love the Princess! The Princess should be Queen of Hades!”

“Pretty sure I know who this Princess is supposed to be.” Eira leaned over and spit on the floor, her face a mask of rage. “Dez, you’re the one who knows about this sort of thing. How long is this spell going to last?”

It was a good question. Caleb hadn’t even thought of it. The strange wave from the silver serpent had passed everyone else over—and thank God for that—but it had hit the malkini square in her skull. She’d been turned, just like Belleteyn had probably been turned herself by her time among the catgirls, and now he had an enemy in his own living room.

They had to turn her back.

“I’m not sure she is enchanted,” Desdemona said. “Hold her tighter, please.”

Lady Lachrymosa scoffed, but did as asked. “If only you knew what happened to the last mortal who dared to give me orders,” she growled as she wrapped her arms around Mitzi’s waist.

“Special circumstances,” Caleb assured the vampiress. “I’ll make it up to you later.”

Lady Lachrymosa grinned, showing lots of fang. “You’d better!”

Desdemona leaned in, examining Mitzi. The malkini hissed and struggled, trying to get one arm free to claw the woman. But the big vampiress holding onto her refused to let her move a muscle.

“This is… extremely strange,” Desdemona said after a few moments. “There doesn’t seem to be an ordinary glamor on her person, which is probably a good thing. But whatever Belleteyn unleashed, it seems to have her hooks in deep. I can’t see a trace of Gene’s old maid inside of those eyes…”

“Um.”

Everyone turned. Caleb had never heard Charity let out a sound like that before.

The vampire was pointing at the television screen. The wounds on her wrists from trying to restrain Mitzi had already healed over, which Caleb noticed before he glanced over to see what was on the screen. A fire burned in the middle of a street, with two groups fighting on either side of it.

Charity shook her head, her pale face going paler. “Those aren’t the elven clans,” she whispered.

Caleb looked. Really looked.

And found himself frozen in his tracks.

The two groups weren’t fighting. They were linking up. All of the demons, elves, and other fantasy groups on the streets were running away as a massive force poured out onto the sidewalk. They spilled from doorways, jumping from windows—some of them even emerged from the sewers, clad in cute little janitorial uniforms.

There was nothing cute about what they were doing to those who got in their way, though.

Just then, Eira grabbed the remote. The television had been on mute, but now she turned it up almost all the way it would go.

“—reports on the scene of a new player entering the sectarian violence in Hades tonight,” a bemused sounding reporter said over the footage. “It appears that the clash between Blackveil and Moonwraith has been crashed by several hundred malkini. They appear to be shouting slogans, though what they’re saying is anybody’s guess…”

“Oh no,” Caleb whispered. “Oh fuck.”

It wasn’t just Mitzi.

It was all the malkini.

“M,” Yui whispered. “No wonder she called herself that. M for malkini.”

“The malkini?” Lady Lachrymosa let out a strangled cry, even as the sound of the television caused Mitzi’s struggling to double. “They can’t desert their posts! They’re the backbone of the Wyrdworld—nothing that isn’t magical functions without them!”

Caleb thought of Mare’s taxi, pulled by a team of malkini catgirls. Of the malkini who ran the elevator in Lady Lachrymosa’s own office building.

Of the hundreds of thousands of malkini who lived in apartment buildings, houses and trailers throughout Hades, taking part in harems with nerdy shut-ins.

They were all coming out.

And Belleteyn had done it.

The television was turned all the way up. The newscasters made a show of not being able to understand what the catgirls were shouting, but Caleb heard them loud and clear. They sounded almost exactly like Mitzi.

“For the Princess! For the Princess! Revolution!”

Belleteyn’s offensive had begun.


Chapter 27

“She’ll be fine,” Lady Lachrymosa said, brushing off her forearms. “I’ve got her tied up in her bedchamber, with the door locked from the outside. Your little catgirl isn’t going anywhere, not with her all tied up like that. She can cool off now.”

Caleb glanced up from the television and nodded. He ran a towel over his wrists—a clean one that Yui brought from the bathroom—wincing at the phantom pains in his wrists. Eira had fixed up the scratches and scrapes Mitzi gave him, but the mental wounds were still healing.

“Thanks,” he said, returning his attention to the screen. “Look at this shit. Isn’t it crazy?”

While they’d been wrestling Mitzi into submission and keeping the malkini away from all the knives in the apartment, the horde of catgirls Belleteyn D’Amore brainwashed were making their way into a single mass and besieging City Hall. The nascent civil war between the three clans of Hades was now all but forgotten. The survivors were too busy trying to keep themselves from getting washed away on a tide of lewd catgirls to care much about fighting each other.

On the Wyrdworld News, the reporters kept circling back to the same point over and over again. Half of Hades ran on malkini labor; now that labor had abandoned its post. A strike would have been one thing, however impossible it seemed. This, however, was something different. Something new.

It was war.

In a corner of his mind he never would have admitted existed, Caleb had to hand it to Belleteyn. Her time with the malkini had awakened her to a blind spot no one else in the Wyrdworld had seen. People took the malkini for granted—they cursed them for using up so much of the supply of the Wyrdworld’s men, even as they press ganged the horny, lewd creatures into physical labor running everything from automobiles to power plants.

Without them, order in Hades was already beginning down. The infrastructure simply couldn’t handle life without the malkini. It was a disaster of epic proportions.

Lady Lachrymosa sat down heavily on the couch, then sighed at the screen. The cute succubus who read the top stories was beginning to look frazzled, her hair sticking out at an odd angle as she read yet another report of fighting along the path to City Hall.

“It’s clear that these malkini mean business,” she was saying. “Authorities have attempted to engage with the vanguard of the catgirls, only to find themselves frozen in their tracks by the creatures’ much vaunted ‘aura of adorability’. It’s this aura that has made them so prized among the men of Hades in recent years, and led many members of the Celestial Senate to label the catgirls a plague on the Wyrdworld…”

“Isn’t this a fine kettle of fish?” Lady Lachrymosa hissed. “I thought wrangling a catgirl was bad. This is one of the worst fucking days of my life.”

Charity was perched like a gargoyle on the back of the couch. The vampire accountant’s braids dangled down her sides, her eyes fixed on the screen. “This is an unmitigated disaster,” she said, as if the rest of the room didn’t already know that. “Do any of you have any idea what percentage of Hades’s GDP is generated by malkini labor? I’ll give you a hint—it’s two digits, and starts with a four.”

Caleb winced. “That much?”

Charity nodded gravely. “If someone doesn’t get those catgirls back to work, this city is going to collapse.”

They all watched the screen, listening to the cute newscaster continue her report. A large square directly behind her showed a live feed of City Hall, which was currently surrounded by a surging horde of malkini. The creatures were dressed in whatever outfits or uniforms they’d been wearing when they’d been hit with Belleteyn’s ray beam, leaving the makeshift army looking like a ragtag crew of tourists out for an evening’s entertainment.

“In retrospect, it’s easy to see where we made mistakes,” Charity said, glancing over at her boss. “We allowed the malkini to take on too much. Having a sector of the economy powered by catgirls is one thing—relying on them to produce our energy is quite another. We never realized how dependent we were on them.”

“We’re going to find out now,” Eira said.

Caleb’s mind was already in motion. “Someone needs to get on the horn to the leaders of the clans,” he said, rising from the couch. He felt like he had to do something other than just sit on the couch. If he didn’t take action, he was going to go insane. “We have to make sure they know they’ve been tricked by M—by Belleteyn. If we’re going to find a way out of this, the three clans of Hades need to make peace.”

“Already on it,” Charity informed him blandly. “I really wouldn’t worry about them right now, Caleb. They’ve got their hands full with these malkini. They’ll be happy to entertain any peace offers that come their way.”

Caleb wasn’t sure about that. From what he’d learned about the Wyrdworld, those who ruled it could be awfully opportunistic. He wouldn’t put it past the leaders of Greenwreath, Blackveil, or Moonwraith to try and take advantage of the chaos to eliminate some old enemies. But probably not.

He tucked that to the back of his mind for now and began to plan.

“There’s just one thing I’m trying to figure out,” he told the room.

Suddenly all eyes were on him. The vampires stared at him, trying to figure him out, while Eira, Yui, and Desdemona waited patiently. On the opposite end of the room, Mare stroked Cerebus’s neck and Kerr looked like she wished she’d never left her post outside of the World Tree.

“Just one?” Charity asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Eira and Yui were more sanguine.

“Go for it,” the elf said. “What are you thinking, Caleb?”

His gaze slid across the living room, back toward the hallway leading to the bedroom. While Mitzi was locked up in her guest quarters where she couldn’t hurt anyone, they hadn’t yet done anything about the silver serpent statue that had been created by Caleb and his crew’s Crafting. It was still sitting on the bed, the power within its dull red eyes spent.

Spent forever? Or just temporarily?

Either way, Caleb intended to find out.

“I’m wondering,” he said, putting a thumb against his chin, “whether or not we should go back inside that snake.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the apartment.

“You can’t be serious.” That was Kerr. “You’re joking, right?”

“The instructions from M were very clear,” Caleb said, remembering the terms Lady Lachrymosa had laid out in her office. “We’re supposed to refine the item, taking it to the end of the first Stratum, twice in a row. We’ve only Crafted the diamond the one time.”

Kerr stared at him in disbelief. Then she laughed.

“Are you even watching the news?” she said, shaking her head. “Turning that diamond into a snake got us into this mess! It let Belleteyn take over the minds of every malkini in the city!”

Caleb didn’t mention that he was pretty sure those same malkini had already taken over Belleteyn’s mind long ago. It wouldn’t have convinced Kerr, and he wasn’t terribly concerned with winning her over to his side, anyway.

“I’m just thinking there might be a reason for it,” Caleb mused. He was still thinking about the Fae inside of the Item World. Alecto. What was it she’d said about Belleteyn and her malkini accomplices?

“Unfortunately, I have to agree with Kerr,” Desdemona said. “The Item World inside of that diamond is simply too dangerous. Everything else Bellteyn has sent us has been a trap of some kind. Either a way to gain power, or a targeted assassination attempt.”

“You’d probably step through the portal and into an entire ocean of sulfuric acid,” Eira chimed in. “That bitch is crazy, Caleb—and she’s tried to kill you more times than I can count. We can’t go back in there.”

Maybe not, Caleb thought. He knew the advice was good, and meant in a heartfelt manner. But there was something about that silver serpent. Something that made him want to dive right back into the Item World and see what secrets awaited him.

He glanced down at his vorlesen. Perhaps it was just the fact that the serpent and its ruby eyes reminded him so strongly of his grandfather’s staff, and the silver dog’s head he knew so well. Were they linked, somehow? Was Gene Holdstock in this even deeper than he suspected?

One thing was for certain. Caleb meant to find out.

And there was only one way to make that happen.

For now, he tucked away his thoughts of plundering the Item World within the silver serpent. He’d try it if he had to, but his companions were probably right—it was probably another trap laid by Belleteyn. He’d save it for another day.

“In that case, we’re going to have to have a new plan,” Caleb said. “Here’s what I think—”

A blare of trumpets played over the television. The scantily clad anchordemon sat up straighter, her eyes widening as the words SPECIAL BULLETIN scrolled along the bottom of the screen.

“I’m just getting this now… it sounds like someone important has just arrived at City Hall.” The demoness looked as if she were about to rip off the heads of her camera people for not already having someone filming what she was saying. “I’m receiving reports that the crowd around the main building is parting to allow her to travel through… there’s been no attempts at stopping her. Scattered reports indicate… yes… okay! We’re bringing you live coverage from City Hall right now—”

The scene changed. For a moment, Caleb thought he was watching the news back home—that he was witnessing stock footage from some mass protest or overseas revolution. A gigantic throng of catgirls filled the streets, tens of thousands strong around the tallest clutch of buildings in Hades. Somehow they’d managed to put together pickets and signs. They waved to the cameras as they realized they were being filmed, shouting their slogans and getting up in the faces of the cameras.

PRINCESS FOR PRESIDENT, read one common caption. Caleb noticed a lot of them mentioned the ‘Crafter’, usually in a derogatory fashion. He wasn’t a very popular man down there—and he figured he knew why.

Instead of reading signs, he focused on where the crowd parted. A woman was making her way to the stage, though not under her own power. She was being carried by a wave of malkini, like a crowdsurfer at a heavy metal concert.

Eira swore. “It’s her. That bitch!”

It was indeed Bellteyn D’Amore.

She was almost unrecognizable.

Her time among the malkini had changed her, and not for the better. When Caleb first met her she’d been a severe woman in all-black robes, sporting the armor of the Black Knight in the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire. Now her outfit was as pink as bubblegum. Her hair was done up in platinum blonde pigtails, and her eyes had gone from sharp and intelligent to vacant and stupid.

The malkini had corrupted her. Now she was one of them, little more than an extension of their will.

Belleteyn D’Amore was no longer the bounty hunter Caleb had known and sparred against. She was now the Catgirl Queen, the Princess, the ruler of the malkini and leader of their rebellion against the Wyrdworld’s elite.

She was a powerful force, and she would not be easily defeated.

Belleteyn ascended the platform, surrounded by cheering catgirls. Someone had installed a podium and a microphone, and she seized upon it like a reality TV star hogging the spotlight.

“My fellow malkini!” Belleteyn cried. Her voice was an octave higher than it had been the last time Caleb saw her, and he winced at the shrillness of it. “Today is a red letter day!”

“She thinks she’s a malkini!?” Eira sounded dumbstruck. “Pointed God, they really did a number on her, didn’t they?”

“Her voice is so… different!” Yui said, making a face. “It’s almost like she’s not the same person!”

“She isn’t the same person,” Desdemona said in a serious tone. “Not in any way that truly matters.”

“No longer will we allow the Wyrdworld to exploit us for resources!” Belleteyn was saying. “No more will we behave as stupid, ditzy catgirl harems for lonely, horny men! We are strong, and we are independent, and WE! ARE! HORNY!”

The catgirls went nuts.

“Now, I know you all want me to be Queen of Hades, like, yesterday,” Belleteyn said, primping and preening like a model. “But we all know that’s not the way things work down here in the Wyrdworld.”

“Not the way things work yet!” a malkini cried.

“Oh no,” Lady Lachrymosa muttered. “Oh no, she can’t be doing what I think she’s doing…”

“What is she doing?” Yui asked.

Caleb’s stomach dropped. Ice filled his veins. He thought he already knew.

“So today, I’m announcing the formation of a new political party in Hades!” Belleteyn flashed a big, camera-ready smile, basking in all the attention. “We are the party of Basic Rights and Humanity—or B.R.A.H. for short!”

“Brah!” the malkini cried. “Brah!”

“It is my honor to be your leader,” Belleteyn said, sounding like she meant it. “And today, we take our first steps toward power!”

“Please don’t do it,” Charity whispered. “Caleb, we need to make a plan—”

“I’m announcing my intention to run for Gene Holdstock’s seat in the Celestial Senate!” Belleteyn crowed. “I, Belleteyn D’Amore, will be the next Senator from Hades!”

The crowd went wild.

“Oh, and Caleb?” Bellteyn stared directly into the camera and smiled. For a moment, Caleb felt as if the bounty hunter were standing in the room with him, radiating quiet menace.

“Once I take your granddad’s Senate seat away, I’m coming for you!” She giggled, but there was no humor in it. “You’re gonna get locked up, you son of a bitch!”

The catgirls began to chant. “Lock him up! Lock him up!”

Everyone looked at Caleb.

“I guess you’re going to have to run for the Celestial Senate now,” Lady Lachrymosa insisted. “You don’t have a choice any longer, Caleb.”

She was right. He didn’t. There was now an entire political party in Hades dedicated to his complete and utter destruction.

If he didn’t defeat them in the election for his grandfather’s Senate seat, then Belleteyn would take away everything Caleb had worked so hard for. His inheritance. His powers as a Crafter. His harem.

He wouldn’t let her.

“Politics,” Caleb muttered, watching the news unfold. “A fate worse than death.”

It was election season. The malkini were on strike, and there was a war in Hades.

Caleb had work to do.

End of Book 2
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Chapter 1

I’m on a date with a vampire, Caleb Holdstock thought.

The Lady Lachrymosa sat at the opposite side of the table, her blood red lips wrapped around a straw as she sipped at the drink their waitress had referred to as a ‘Blood Margarita’. The crimson liquid certainly did look like it had come straight from the vein of some elf or demoness—probably mixed with alcohol along the way to make it even more palatable. Caleb stared.

Lady Lachrymosa winked at him. “Eat your chips, honey. You look thunderstruck, poor dear.”

He was. Caleb Holdstock had been on many adventures since discovering a portal to the Wyrdworld in the basement of the home he’d inherited from his grandfather. He’d fought through fantastic worlds hidden inside of ordinary items, tangled with a bounty hunter and her armada of flying catgirls, and built a harem of gorgeous fantasy girls who were utterly in love with and devoted to him.

But this was new.

Lady Lachrymosa hadn’t been lying when she referred to Lanita’s as a Demonic-Mexican Fusion Restaurant. Though the place was definitely upscale, and a hell of a lot nicer than the establishments Caleb was used to back on Earth, it was still recognizable as a Mexican restaurant.

Colored streamers hung on the walls, and a big mural on the opposite side of the dining room depicted a group of demons and elves dressed as pistoleros drinking and dancing around a fire in the aftermath of a battle in the desert. It resembled a scene from a movie, and looking at it made Caleb wonder if creatures from the Wyrdworld had ever visited the Old West.

He turned his attention from the mural and back to the vampiress. He couldn’t help but stare at her. To be fair, most of the restaurant was staring right along with him.

To say Lady Lachrymosa was striking was like saying a thunderstorm was a little wet. The woman was a giantess, easily seven feet tall with broad shoulders, thick thighs, and a bust that looked like it could crush a man. Her skin was milk pale, almost translucent, and the little black dress she’d stuffed her curves into only heightened the contrast. Not that there was anything ‘little’ about Lady Lachrymosa.

Her eyes glowed a faint red in the candlelight. Twin pigtails hung down her shoulders, framing her amazing cleavage in a way that invited Caleb to stare. When his eyes were drawn to her breasts almost against his will, she flashed him a fanged smile.

“Normally there’d be a couple of malkini playing some music right now,” the vampiress said with a wink. “Lanita’s has a hell of a mariachi band. Had, I suppose, given all that’s going on in Hades.”

Caleb nodded. Despite the fact that they were in one of the most desirable eating establishments in the city, the atmosphere was somewhat muted. Recent events had a lot to do with that.

Under normal circumstances, Lanita’s would have been full of malkini. The catgirls were everywhere in the Wyrdworld, performing manual labor and making dirty jokes and generally wedging themselves into life in Hades with their signature combination of lewdness and cuteness. Citizens of Hades outwardly complained about the malkini, calling them a ‘plague’ and bemoaning how many eligible bachelors in the Wyrdworld had disappeared into their apartments with catgirl harems.

All that changed two weeks ago.

The malkini in the Wyrdworld were now on strike. Worse than that, they’d completely withdrawn from public life, taking their dirty jokes and cheap labor with them. Male demons and elves who hadn’t left their homes in years stumbled out into the streets, wondering where their harems had disappeared to overnight. There was turmoil in Hades, and all of it could be laid at the feet of Caleb’s worst enemy.

Belleteyn D’Amore.

Caleb’s train of thought was broken by the arrival of the waitress. She was a cute elf girl who looked like she could have been one of Eira’s cousins, and she flirted shamelessly with Caleb as she took his carne asada order. She was a little more reserved when speaking with Lady Lachrymosa.

Both of them watched the waitress sashay back into the kitchen.

“There’s another one for your harem, if you want it,” the vampiress said, chuckling as she toyed with her straw. They’d just brought her a second Blood Margarita, and she was starting to look tipsy. “Ah, to be young and horny in Hades.” Her smile turned a touch predatory. “I wouldn’t focus too much on new kitties, Caleb. Remember, you’re supposed to be focused on me tonight.”

Caleb remembered. Both of them had the same objective that night—to formally unveil the relationship between Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa. A relationship that wasn’t based on mutual attraction, though Caleb considered the vampiress an extremely attractive woman.

This was pure public relations.

Acclimating himself to the culture of the Wyrdworld had brought him many surprises. One of these was the fact that, as a man running for office in the Celestial Senate, he wasn’t simply allowed but expected to cultivate a large harem of women. It was a mark of status among the elites in Hades, and to not to do it, the way his grandfather had, would have made him seem hopelessly outdated.

To Caleb, having Yui, Eira, and Desdemona in his bed every night was a dream come true and almost too much for him to handle. To Lady Lachrymosa, it was a good but disappointing start.

So the vampiress came up with a plan. She and Caleb would begin to ‘date’, going out together and being seen in the public eye. Gossip columnists under her control would get tips about their relationship—tips that Lady Lachrymosa’s agents would insist get published in their magazines. And since the vampiress had a reputation for being the sort of woman who’d tear a romantic rival’s throat out, the public would be more willing to accept Caleb’s small harem with her in it.

“I’m worth three demonesss and six elves,” the vampiress had told him when she came up with the idea. She’d been quite serious, too. “Charity ran the numbers.”

A cough brought him back to the present moment. Dinner had arrived.

Lady Lachrymosa beamed at their server as she set the plates and refills out on the table, then dismissed her with a gesture. As soon as the elf was gone, those dark eyes devoured Caleb.

“What’s the matter?” the vampiress asked. “You seem down, Caleb. Off in your own little world over there.”

The smell of carne asada filled his nostrils. Suddenly he felt his mouth water.

“I’m alright,” he said. “Just a little distracted lately. Everything that’s going on, like you said.”

“Well, try to relax,” she said with a hearty smile. “In fact, look right at me and give me a face like you want to take me into the bathroom and fuck my brains out.”

Caleb’s brows furrowed together. “Pardon?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes slid to the side. He glanced over and saw a man with a camera snapping photos of the pair at their table. With a blink, Caleb leaned forward and did as the vampiress requested—putting on his most winning, panty-dropping smile.

“Is that one of yours?” he asked without dropping the smile. “Or have we attracted the attention of one of the independent outlets?”

“I didn’t invite them,” the vampiress said, smiling in a way that made her fangs look great. “But I’m not upset they’re here. Hell, they’re even getting my good side.”

Caleb sighed and tucked into his meal. He wrapped up some of the steak in one of the tortillas, along with some salsa, rice, and one of the avocado slices they’d used to garnish the dish. The first bite hit his taste buds like a bomb of flavor. He had to stop himself from moaning.

“God damn,” he said, wiping the side of his mouth with a napkin. “That’s good.”

“Lanita’s is bonita,” the vampires said, her accent caressing the syllables. “At least that’s their motto, anyway. I’m merely drinking tonight, so I wouldn’t know.”

Caleb continued to eat, keeping the paparazzi in his peripheral vision. Eventually the guy with the camera decided he’d gotten enough shots and disappeared—or probably he’d been about to be escorted out of the restaurant by security. Either way, he’d likely be outside waiting to snap more shots after the meal.

But that was later. Caleb relaxed for now.

He filled up the other two tortillas and ate them. By the time he’d polished off all three, only a small portion of the dish was left. This he ate slowly, taking his time and basking in the presence of the gorgeous vampire who was his date.

He caught a furtive smile from Lady Lachrymosa as his eyes met hers. Caleb went back and forth on whether or not the vampiress was actually interested in him, but he’d never felt a stronger connection from her than he had tonight. Maybe this relationship wouldn’t be totally for PR.

He decided to try his luck.

“I’m really glad we got to do this,” Caleb said. “I know how heartbroken you were the first time we had to cancel our date.”

Lady Lachrymosa chuckled. “We took a raincheck because the entire city was at war,” she said, downing the rest of her drink. She lifted a finger in the direction of the waitress, calling for another. “No shame in that. If the election weren’t right around the corner, I’d have put it off again. I’m sure you’d rather be with your women tonight…”

It was self-deprecating, and it was the opening Caleb was looking for. Almost as if Lady Lachrymosa herself were opening the door for him.

“Actually, I wouldn’t,” he said, meaning it. He watched as the cute elf waitress sashayed over to the table with another Blood Margarita, then traded it for Lady Lachrymosa’s empty glass. “I owe you a lot, Lady Lachrymosa. I wouldn’t have been able to get my grandfather’s business off of the ground if it weren’t for you. Hell, I’d probably still be stuck in an Item World, patting the heads of catgirls for all eternity.”

Both of them laughed at the mental image. Lady Lachrymosa’s laughter was quite a bit louder than his, causing several patrons to stare.

Lady Lachrymosa shook her head. “I doubt you needed my help,” she said, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “You’re a resourceful young man, Caleb. Truly your grandfather’s heir. And with all those capable women surrounding you, you’re never without help.”

“True, but it’s good to have friends,” he said, putting his hand on the vampire’s. “Friends who aren’t afraid to snap some necks and rip the hearts out of my enemy’s chests.”

Lady Lachrymosa looked startled. Her eyes flickered to his hand, then she retracted her own. For a moment, she looked awfully uncertain. It wasn’t a look the vampire wore well.

“You don’t need to do that,” Lady Lachrymosa said, covering her awkwardness with a smile. “The photographer has already left for the evening—”

Caleb leaned forward. “I don’t give a shit about the photographer,” he said, letting his eyes roam over Lady Lachrymosa’s body.

Even a blind man sitting in the restaurant could have felt the chemistry between them. Spots of color rose to Lady Lachrymosa’s cheeks, looking almost like makeup on her supernaturally pale face.

She looked flattered. “You’re quite bold,” she said, taking a flustered sip of her margarita. “You do remember that I once threatened to bury you alive, yes?”

“And have your vampire friends desecrate my grave,” Caleb said, remembering. "Don’t threaten me with a good time, Lady L.”

The vampiress tossed back her head and laughed, loud and long. Her breasts jiggled in their confines, giving Caleb quite the view, and he felt a hot flush run down his spine and stop between his legs.

“You are more entertaining than any mortal I have dealt with in years,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “You’re a great deal more interesting than your grandfather was. Such a fuddy-duddy! No, you truly know how to live your life. I’m excited about the future of Hades with you in the Senate, young man.”

“I have big plans.” Caleb thought again of Belleteyn D’Amore and her plan to take over his grandfather’s Senate seat. Forming a new political party called the Party for Basic Rights and Humanity, or BRAH for short, she’d announced her intention to steal away his birthright. Having her in charge in Hades would be a disaster, which was why people like Lady Lachrymosa were so keen for Caleb to take over Gene Holdstock’s old seat.

But some of Belleteyn’s ideas weren’t so crazy.

“Oh?” Now Lady Lachrymosa looked interested. “For me, or for the city?”

Her smile was sly and naughty, and Caleb found himself matching it with one of his own.

“Both,” he said. “I think Belleteyn is correct about the malkini rights movement.”

As an ageless being, Lady Lachrymosa hid her surprise well—but it was impossible to miss the slight widening of her eyes or the way her jaw subtly dropped at Caleb’s proclamation.

“The malkini… are not very popular right now,” the vampiress said, looking around the dining room. “And that’s putting it mildly.”

“I know,” Caleb agreed. He’d been thinking about it for a while—almost from the moment his malkini maid Mitzi grabbed Bellteyn’s special snake statue and pledged her allegiance to the new ‘Princess’ of Hades. “Everyone’s missing the catgirls right now, though they’re telling themselves they aren’t. The malkini kept Hades running smoothly, and they did it for barely any compensation. They deserve more than a choice between being manual laborers or catgirl sex toys. I intend to give it to them.”

Lady Lachrymosa gasped. “A reformer,” she said, shaking her head in amazement. “Caleb Holdstock, I never would have guessed!”

He paused. With that subtle, shark-like smile, it was always hard to tell if Lady Lachrymosa was agreeing with him or not. The same lips that praised his ideas could be eagerly picturing what it would be like to sink their fangs into his throat.

“Does that shock you?” Caleb asked. “I’m grateful for your support, Lady Lachrymosa, really I am—from you and from all of Omega. But my principles are my principles. I couldn’t live with myself if I used my power to make people like Mitzi into little more than slaves.”

Lady Lachrymosa was already lifting a hand. “Oh no no no, I’m all for it,” she insisted. “Granted, you’ll have a hell of a hard time pushing any of your high-minded ‘principles’ through the Celestial Senate, but you’re more than welcome to try.” She smiled, twirling her margarita glass. “Do not worry, young man. I’m fully in your corner. I support your bid for Senate completely, and will back you over that silly bint Belleteyn.”

And she put her hand over top of Caleb’s.

“It will be a pleasure to have fresh blood in the Senate.” She closed her eyes and gently groaned as she placed the pad of her thumb against the artery in Caleb’s wrist, feeling his pulse. “Listen, can I be perfectly frank with you, Caleb?”

“I wish you would.” His wrist looked tiny compared to Lady Lachrymosa’s hand. The way she squeezed it, he knew the vampire was holding back her tremendous strength.

It made him wonder what else that strength could do—say, in the bedroom.

“Good.” The vampire’s grin once again grew predatory, but this time Caleb didn’t feel like a lamb being watched over by a wolf. Rather, both of them were the wolves. “I am good at many things, but romance is not one of them. I’m more apt to simply communicate what I want to a potential partner, quickly and directly, than do all this beating around the bush you mortals like to engage in.”

“Alright. You’re not going to shock me. Any chance of that ended around the time I added a third woman to my harem.”

He had a harem. That still blew his mind when he thought about it.

The vampiress leaned forward in her seat, her grin somewhere between a predator's smile and a coquette's promise. "I would like you to take me back to your apartment," she said, looking deep into his eyes. "And I would like you to fuck my brains out."

It was exactly what Caleb had been hoping to hear.

"I think I can handle that. Waitress — check, please?"

The cute young elf was already standing by. She'd either been anticipating Lady Lachrymosa's request, or she'd been assigned specifically to their table and theirs alone. Given their VIP status, either felt likely.

The vampiress waved off Caleb's attempts to pay. "Please," she said, dismissing his chivalry with a gesture. "Your chivalry is appreciated, Crafter, but this is a business dinner." She produced a slender black card and handed it to the waitress. "It's all on Omega's expense account. Gratuity included."

He was glad for that last part. Caleb didn't know what tipping culture was like in the Wyrdworld, but the last thing he wanted was to pick up a reputation as a miser. Especially when he was running for political office.

The waitress came back with their receipt in record time. The entire walk back to the car, Caleb felt as if he were walking on air—both from the promise of the gorgeous vampiress on his arm and the sheer amazement of the new world he'd come to live in. The night was young and filled with promise, just like his life.

It's good to be a Crafter, Caleb thought as he stepped out into the night.

He thought night because of what his watch told him, but in truth Hades never really had a proper day or night cycle. The city lay beneath a massive stone ceiling, hidden deep beneath the ground at the base of the highway leading beneath the World Tree. The glow of its magma rivers lit the metropolis no matter what hour it was—and just like New York City, it was never fully asleep.

A few pedestrians gathered outside the restaurant. Caleb spotted the man from earlier with the camera lounging across the street, making a show of checking the time. As he saw Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa, he reached for his camera while trying to look casual.

Fuck it, Caleb thought. Let's give the papers a show.

Without an ounce of hesitation, Caleb grabbed the vampire's round, heart-shaped ass. Lady Lachrymosa straightened up in surprise, gasping, but that only made it look even hotter and more impressive as Caleb seized the back of her neck with his free hand to pull the vampire down for a kiss. With her body bent down and her ruby red lips against his in full view of the cameras, he looked like nothing so much as David in the middle of giving Goliath what for.

He heard the cameras clicking away, capturing the scene. It would make a good picture for tomorrow's magazines—but for the moment, it just felt amazing to make out with a gorgeous vampire.

Caleb held the kiss for a while, then broke it with a big grin. "So," he said. "My place?"

The vampiress looked from the cameraman back to him. She chuckled.

"Please," she said, taking his hand. "Lead the way, Crafter."

Together, she and Caleb walked into the night.


Chapter 2

Hades smelled like sin and sulfur.

The land of elves, demons, and all other manner of fantasy creatures was nearing low tide. The streets around Lanita’s were nearly empty as Caleb and his date made their way into the parking lot, walking hand in hand.

Neither of them had anything to fear from Hades and its residents—Lady Lachrymosa was more than capable of defending them. Honestly, Caleb would have worried about the sanity of anyone who saw the seven foot vampire walking with him and decided she would be a good target to rob.

Mare was waiting for them. The demoness’s carriage dominated the back half of the parking lot, while the driver herself sat in the top seat with her feet up, reading a smutty magazine. She perked up as Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa approached.

“Evening, boss,” the demonesses said, giving Caleb a come hither smile. “How’d the date go?”

“Fine.” He shared a glance—and a grin—with the vampire at his side. “Lady Lachrymosa’s made a change of plans, Mare. She’d like to see my grandfather’s apartment.”

Mare’s brows rose to her hairline. “Oh, sure thing, boss! Heading back home instead of to Omega!”

The demonesses slid from her seat and opened the door for them both. With Lady Lachrymosa as a passenger there was no way for Mare to keep the top down on the carriage—she had to open it to the night. It was more romantic that way, Caleb thought.

Though the effect was spoiled somewhat by the lack of proper mounts.

In better times, before what the press in Hades euphemistically referred to as ‘M-Day’, Mare’s carriage had been pulled by a team of trained, dedicated malkini. Now, like all the catgirls throughout the Wyrdworld, Mare’s girls were on strike, taken from their positions by the wicked Belleteyn D’Amore. Without their supply of ready manual labor, most industries in Hades had been thrown into turmoil. Every day, Lady Lachrymosa’s offices were besieged by requests for magical assistance, with crucial industries bemoaning the lack of easy, cheap catgirl labor.

Fortunately, Caleb was able to get Mare a special dispensation. Her carriage now ran on a small magical engine, which could get them anywhere in the Wyrdworld they needed to be in a jiffy.

The drive through Hades took perhaps a half hour, but to Caleb it felt like it was over in moments. A wise man once said that all time was relative: that by placing your hands on a hot stove, you could make a second feel as if it were an hour long, and that by placing your hands on a hot woman, you could make that same hour feel like a second. Lady Lachrymosa was definitely that kind of woman. Just looking at her made Caleb feel both excited and intimidated. It didn’t help that she knew she was a walking sex symbol, and that she wanted him just as badly as he wanted her.

The engine left a trail of purple smoke behind them as they wound through the streets. It gathered around the rear of the carriage as they reached Caleb’s condominium, which was located in the hills along the southern edge of Hades. This was one of the most desirable areas of the city, which was why Caleb’s grandfather had lived here when he served in the Celestial Senate.

As the carriage slowed to a stop, Caleb’s eyes were drawn to the high windows. It could have just been his imagination, but he fancied he could see his girlfriends peering down at them from his home. Were they surprised to see Lady Lachrymosa with him? He thought not. Most of them had teased them about this exact possibility.

“Home at last,” Mare said with relish. “Should I keep the carriage running for you, Lady Lachrymosa, or…?”

Mare trailed off as the vampiress climbed out of the vehicle. The look she gave Caleb was all the answer the demoness needed. Her services would no longer be necessary tonight.

“Alright then,” Mare whispered, shooting a wink in Caleb’s direction. “Have a great night, boss.”

He would. And he knew Mare would, as well—the demoness had quarters not far from his own. She’d probably wait a respectable interval until they disappeared into his apartments before making her way to her own condo.

“We won’t need to take the stairs?” Lady Lachrymosa asked, cocking an eyebrow as they made their way across the lobby. “My goodness, that’s excellent.”

“This is one of the only buildings in Hades that ran on magic before the malkini revolted,” Caleb explained. “We haven’t had to alter anything to change with the times. I heard things are a little trickier at your place of business?”

That was putting it mildly. The elevators at the Omega building were powered by a fleet of cable-handling malkini—with them gone, the stairs were the only option. The vampires of Omega had no trouble with this, being able to fly up to whatever floor they wanted to work on, but their visitors had no such gifts.

As the elevator ascended through the apartment complex, Lady Lachrymosa’s gaze strayed to Caleb’s staff—what residents of the Wyrdworld called his vorlesen.

“I’ve heard you’ve gotten rather good at using that,” the vampiress said with a smile. “Been putting in some practice, have you?”

Caleb nodded. “Desdemona promised she’d whip me into a half-decent Crafter. So far, she’s been making good on her promise—no thanks to me. I’m afraid I’m a pretty lousy student.”

“Nonsense!” Lady Lachrymosa’s brows furrowed together. “You’ve done a great deal of good work, Caleb. Not many people would have been able to fight their way out of the traps Belleteyn laid for you inside of the Item World!”

Caleb thought about those traps. In the first, the bounty hunter had ambushed them with a squadron of aerial malkini. They’d only managed to win the day thanks to Belleteyn overlooking one of Caleb’s allies—his childhood friend, Yui. Injured in an accident when they were teenagers, she’d been confined for her entire adult life in a wheelchair, which meant Belleteyn considered her no threat. But her Fae blood healed her inside of the Wyrdworld, allowing her to push Belleteyn into the abyss at the critical moment and save them all. Since then, Yui had sworn to never leave the Wyrdworld again—her last trip back to Earth had been to quickly handle her affairs and disperse her money and worldly possessions to her family.

Belleteyn’s second assault hadn’t been a frontal assault. It was sneaky: a meeting with one of the Fae, living in a world hidden within a glittering diamond. That Fae, a woman who called herself Alecto, tried to trick Caleb into giving her his name—a mistake that would have erased him utterly from existence. Instead, he’d managed to turn the tables on the Fae woman, tricking her into expressing gratitude toward him. After that, she’d been forced to allow them to leave.

Both attacks had taught Caleb much about the way the Wyrdworld worked. But he wasn’t an expert by any stretch of the term. There was no telling what tricks Belleteyn might be cooking up, especially now that it was an open secret in Hades that Caleb would be running for his grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate. He and Lady Lachrymosa were still working on the exact date and time of the announcement.

“Desdemona.” Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes took on a faraway tint, as if she were peering at the past through rose-colored glasses. “I remember that girl. Mooned over your grandfather quite a bit back in the day, but he never felt the same way about her as she did about him.” She looked Caleb up and down, smiling faintly. “I guess she got the last laugh though, hmm?”

“I guess.”

“Strange though,” she continued, giving him a wry look. “Beings like me might not be that good at counting the years, Caleb, but even I know that Desdemona ought by rights to be an old maid by now. And yet she looks barely a decade or two older than you and Yui. How did that happen, Crafter?”

Here, Caleb faltered. The truth was, he didn’t know how Desdemona’s age had been reverted. He’d watched the years simply melt away from her face as she passed the threshold into the Wyrdworld. She’d referred to her gift as a ‘boon’, and implied it had been granted to her back in the days when she’d acted as his grandfather’s assistant. But she’d been remarkably reserved about the details.

“It’s not a glamor, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Caleb said, matching the vampire’s smirk with one of his own. If she wanted to play those games, then so could he. “The face and the body match. If you’ve got any doubts about that, I’m sure Desdemona will gladly dispel them personally.”

For a moment, Lady Lachrymosa stared at Caleb open mouthed. Then she tossed back her head and laughed, showing her fangs. It never failed to amaze him how doing so put his face directly level with her cleavage, giving him a sneak preview of her bounty.

“Personally!” The vampiress chuckled, shaking her head. “My, you have grown bold since inheriting your grandfather’s power. You’re no longer the boy who wandered into my office to ask for clemency in dealing with Eira Greenwreath’s debt, are you? You really will make an excellent Senator.”

Around them, the elevator slid to a smooth stop as it reached Caleb’s floor, the doors opening almost soundlessly.

“Unlike most of the Celestial Senate, you haven’t let the whole malkini uprising blind you to the tensions between Hades’s clans,” the vampiress continued. “With me in your corner and a Greenwreath in your bed, the people will know that they can rally around you in times of trouble—”

That was as far as she got. Caleb’s front door was already open—a vision of femininity in puffy pajamas stood in the doorway, her midnight black hair tied in a loose ponytail. She looked like she’d been waiting up for Caleb, and the vampire standing beside him was no big surprise.

“Welcome home, babe!” Yui came up and gave Caleb a kiss on the cheek. “I see your date must have gone really well. You are formally invited into the apartment, Lady Lachrymosa.”

It was a nice touch. Vampires didn’t respect most of the ‘Hollywood’ rules around their existence, but the requirement to be invited into a dwelling before entering it was one of the Earth myths descended from actual fact. The vampiress had already been welcomed into the home, so Caleb doubted Yui’s invitation was necessary, but it was a friendly gesture all the same.

Lady Lachrymosa inclined her head in a gesture of respect.

“Thank you for welcoming me into your home,” she said, flashing Caleb a wink. “Caleb and I had a lovely meal, and I said I simply must come see how the decorating has been coming along on your apartments. I wasn’t able to take in the place the last time I was here…”

The last time Lady Lachrymosa had been in Caleb’s home, it had been to supervise him and his harem as they entered the Item World within M’s mysterious diamond. She’d brought her assistant then, an accountant with the all too appropriate name of Charity.

Yui looked only too happy to have Lady Lachrymosa among them. “Come in!” she said, leading the vampiress by the hand into the foyer. “Everyone’s here! We’ve just been hanging out, having a chill night.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. Caleb’s girlfriends lounged in the living room, along with a couple of their friends. Eira and Yui looked to have been polishing off a couple bottles of wine from his grandfather’s cellar, while Desdemona was watching Wyrdworld News and making a few notes on a legal pad. A paperback book sat next to her in the recliner—he recognized it as one that had belonged to his malkini maid, Mitzi, before Belleteyn’s commands forced her to go mad along with the rest of her species. A particularly risqué volume of catgirl erotica.

“Hey, Caleb.” Eira smiled, looking up from the couch. A pair of elves from Eira’s neighborhood sat near her, looking starstruck at the arrival of both Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa. “Just having a girls’ night in. Didn’t expect you home so soon!”

“It’s good that you’re here,” Desdemona added. “Some of Kerr’s underground sources have heard whispers about another attack between the Blackveil and Moonwraith clans. She’s worried the armistice might not hold.”

Lady Lachrymosa’s face twisted in an expression of disbelief. “The silly bint told you that? The lady who guards the highway at the entrance to the World Tree?”

Desdemona blinked. She hadn’t realized until that moment that the vampiress had no idea they’d acquired Kerr as an intelligence asset.

“She’s feeding you bullshit,” the vampiress continued. “The leaders of Blackveil and Moonwraith are solid at rocks right now. As long as neither of them have access to malkini, sneak attacks on each other are going to be the furthest things from their minds. I’m surprised you listen to a thing that silly slut has to say—”

A shape barreled out of the shadows.

It leapt across the living room, hitting Caleb in the chest. He fell backward onto the carpet, dropping his vorlesen to the side as the massive figure landed on top of his chest. Something wet raked his face, then another something.

Then two more.

“Good boy!” Caleb laughed, reaching up and stroking one of Cerebus’s necks. “I was wondering where you ran off to!”

The three-headed dog was Caleb’s, a beast he’d adopted from Kerr with the gate guard’s thanks. The beast slobbered all over him, as affectionate as any puppy, its massive paws pushing down on his chest like bags of flour. He had to gasp through his laughter and roll to the side to avoid being crushed.

“Goodness,” Lady Lachrymosa said mildly. “I thought I was going to have to drag that thing off of you! You looked like you were under attack!”

“A love attack, maybe,” Caleb said, scratching beneath the pup’s ears.

“We’ll have to jump all over you next time you walk through the door.” Yui came up and patted the hellhound’s heads until the beast calmed down, then watched as it padded into the kitchen.

“Yeah, we’ll pin you down.” Eira giggled drunkenly. “And slobber all over you!”

Yui gave the elf girl an indulgent smile, then turned to their visitor. “Were you going to hang out with us?” she asked, her face as well-composed as any actress. “Or… wait! Didn’t you tell me you wanted Caleb to show you that thing in the bedroom?”

He had to hand it to Yui. You could take her off of Earth and into a fantasy realm, but she’d still be every bit of a wingwoman as she’d been back in college.

“There are some improvements Caleb wished to show me,” Lady Lachrymosa replied. By the look on her face, she was clearly picking up what Yui was putting down. “And there was something about a lovely view of Hades? It was the envy of all the other Senators, from what I understand…”

“We’ll be back later,” Caleb said, taking the vampiress by the hand. “Let me know if you need anything, alright?”

“We’ll be fine,” Yui said with a wink. “Have fun.”

“Have a great night!” Eira said, holding up her glass of wine with a lewd giggle.

As they left the living room, Caleb heard Eira asking Desdemona what it was vampires ate for breakfast. She was asking Dez if she could fix it for Lady Lachrymosa as the pair disappeared around the corner.

Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa made it a few steps before the giggles overpowered them.

“I’m sorry,” Caleb told the vampire. “They get excited about this kind of thing.”

“That’s quite alright,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “I like that. It’s obvious your women expected me to come back to your apartment with you tonight, and by their reactions, they’re letting you know they approve.” She cocked her head to the side. “As I’ve said, creatures like me appreciate the direct approach.”

Caleb met her gaze. “In that case, how about that view?”

“That would be lovely. Lead the way.”

He did. Someone had clearly been at work in the bedroom—not only was the room freshly dusted and the sheets cleaned, but there were candles on the shelves just waiting to be lit. A quick application from the silver dog’s head on his staff set each of them aflame, bathing the room in a romantic glow.

Lady Lachrymosa stood before the window, looking over the city. The curtains were open, allowing anyone lying in bed a panoramic view of the supernatural metropolis. She stared from the window for long moments, placing one pale palm against the glass.

“You know, I was joking when I said I wanted to see this,” she said, turning to face Caleb. He sat on the foot of the bed, his staff on the floor and just beneath the mattress. “But it really is impressive. You may very well have the nicest view in the entire city, Caleb Holdstock.”

“With you standing there, I absolutely do,” Caleb said, patting the mattress next to him. “Come here.”

Lady Lachrymosa smirked, then nibbled her bottom lip with her fangs. “You would command me, Crafter? A being old and powerful enough to snap you in half without even breaking a sweat?”

Caleb didn’t hesitate. “Of course,” he said, staring deep into her eyes. “Because that’s what you want, Lady Lachrymosa. You want to be dominated.”

A shudder passed through her curvy frame. “Yes,” she admitted, the word torn from her in a ragged gasp. “You really do see to the heart of things, don’t you?”

Caleb nodded. “Take off that dress,” he said, spreading his legs on the bed. “I want to see that body of yours.”

Some of the women Caleb had been lucky enough to share his bed with got nervous and self-conscious when it was time to disrobe. Not Lady Lachrymosa. The vampire knew exactly how to entice a mortal man, and she used all of her assets to their greatest effect.

She reached behind her back and undid the knot at her lower back, then slipped each strap of her black dress down her pale shoulders. She wore no bra beneath it, for she didn’t need to. Despite their age and heaviness, her breasts were almost supernaturally perky—they stood firmly from her frame, each pale orb topped with a nipple as dark as rich chocolate.

Caleb couldn’t help it—he groaned. A smile spread across the vampire’s face as she watched the way his eyes became fixed on her amazing rack.

“You like these?” She ran a hand between her tits. “Many men have dreamed of burying themselves right here. Their faces, their cocks…”

At the look on his face, Lady Lachrymosa fell silent.

“I don’t want to hear about ‘many men’,” he said, his tone brooking no complaint. “I don’t want to hear about any men, Lady Lachrymosa. As far as you’re concerned, I’m the only creature in the Wyrdworld with a cock. If we’re going to do this, you need to be loyal to me. No other guys, and no other women except those in the harem.”

The vampiress grinned. “If that’s what’s required for an alliance with you, I wouldn’t have it any other way, Crafter,” she said in a husky whisper.

He chuckled. “You’re not undressed yet.”

Lady Lachrymosa quickly fixed that.


Chapter 3

Caleb’s eyes widened as he watched the beautiful, ethereal vampire remove her dress. Lady Lachrymosa tugged the fabric down an inch at a time, exposing more and more of her pale, creamy skin. Behind her, the lights of Hades burned like a flock of fireflies, highlighting her nudity.

Her thighs were so thick that Caleb couldn’t help but wonder how they’d feel wrapped around his waist. Her ass was so big, round, and perfect that she’d need to spread herself as wide as a gymnast in order to allow him to bury his prick hilt-deep inside of her. Her legs… shit, they were amazing.

Lady Lachrymosa let the dress fall to her feet, her eyes never leaving Caleb. She drank in his reaction, getting off on it as she watched him stiffen in his pants. With a start, Caleb realized that she wasn’t just looking at him—she was looking into him. At his blood.

She can see it, he thought. She’s a predator at heart. She can feel the way my heart’s going thud-thud-thud, pumping all that hot blood through my body. Most of it stopping at my…

Lady Lachrymosa kicked her dress away. She kept her heels on, which made her legs and ass look amazing. And what struck Caleb as even more amazing was the fact that, other than what was on top of her head, the vampire didn’t seem to have a single strand of hair on her body.

Her arms, her legs, the slit between her thighs—all bare. All smooth.

Lady Lachrymosa made to approach, but Caleb held up a hand. “Ah ah, not like that,” he said, wiggling a finger. Then he gestured to the carpet. “Crawl.”

The vampiress cocked an eyebrow. “You expect me to crawl to you? You are an impertinent man!”

“And you are a horny fucking vampire,” Caleb said with a smile. “I know you never fucked my grandfather, Lachrymosa, which means I’m willing to bet you’ve never had a Crafter before. If you want to feel my vorlesen inside you, vampire, you’re going to have to earn it. Now crawl.”

Holy shit, he thought. Though he kept his facial features steady, inside his mind was a whirl of amazement. Did I really just say that!?

He’d never been so dominant before. Not even with the women who’d already agreed to be in his harem—the ones who’d bound themselves to him, body and soul. This was something completely new. A line being crossed, or a whole pack of them.

For an instant, he worried that he’d gone too far. That Lady Lachrymosa would laugh, or worse, would expose her fangs and jump him. If she did that here, now, with his vorlesen out of reach, he might not be able to call for help in time…

The vampiress sank to her knees.

“Yes, sir,” she said, with just a hint of brattiness in her tone. “Should I crawl like this?”

And without an ounce of shame or hesitation, Lady Lachrymosa went face down and ass up.

Caleb groaned with lust as she arched her back, letting her midnight dark ponytails trail across her rippling back muscles. Lady Lachrymosa’s ass was a perfect heart shape, and her thighs were parted to show the pale pink folds deep within her slit.

As she crawled across the carpet, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was. Here was one of the most powerful creatures in the Wyrdworld, a woman who ate the most fearsome power brokers in Hades for lunch, and she was crawling naked across his bedroom floor like a cat in heat. All because he commanded her to.

When the vampiress reached him, she got on her knees. She was so tall that sitting up straight would have put her on a level with Caleb, so she rocked forward, arching her back beautifully as she prepared to serve. Her breasts heaved, heavy and full, and her nipples were so hard that they practically ached to be sucked.

She looked up at Caleb with eyes that were both defiant and submissive, and the mixture made his cock throb in response.

Can I really do this? He wondered. Despite his triumph, a little voice whispered in the back of his head. She’s a vampire! She could break me in half—

But she wouldn’t.

Lady Lachrymosa watched him watching her. She seemed to sense his hesitation. Good thing for Caleb that she knew exactly what every mortal who looked at her wanted.

“You want to fuck my tits?” she asked, her voice low and husky. “Or maybe my pussy? My ass?”

She leaned forward, pressing her breasts together. The gorgeous mounds made a soft tunnel of flesh.

He shook his head. He knew what he wanted to do first.

“No,” Caleb said, his voice hoarse with desire. “I want to fuck your mouth.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re not afraid of the fangs?” she said, indicating her sharp white teeth. “Most mortals are afraid our kind will bite it off.”

“Not me. You know I’d punish you if you tried. Now be a good girl and give me that mouth.”

Lady Lachrymosa shuddered like he had just run his fingers along her clit. Slowly, her eyes deep and dark with desire, she unbuckled his belt. His pants fell to the floor, and his boxers followed.

Caleb's cock sprang free, hard and ready. Lady Lachrymosa licked her lips.

The vampiress ran a finger down his member, getting it wet with his clear precum. "So hard," she murmured, sounding both horny and hungry all at once. "Ah, there's so much sweet blood between your legs..."

He grabbed her by her hair and pulled her toward him. She gasped in surprise, then moaned as he pressed his cock against her lips. She opened her mouth, her warm, wet mouth enveloping him as she swallowed him greedily. For a moment, he worried about the sharpness of her fangs, but the vampire was truly skilled. He felt nothing but pleasure as she took him all the way down to the base.

Caleb groaned, bliss tingling down his spine. Her tongue swirled around the head of his cock, hitting every sensitive spot on his member before she made a tight seal around him with her lips and took him back down to the base. Each time she did it, she brought him all the way down her throat, swallowing him like she’d never even heard of the words ‘gag reflex.’ He couldn’t believe how deep she was going.

Before he knew what he was doing, Caleb grabbed her head with both hands. He held her head in place, fucking her face. Lady Lachrymosa stopped bobbing on him and just focused on taking it, gagging gently as she moaned with pleasure.

Caleb’s eyes flickered to the vampire’s ass. One of the myths about vampires that had turned out not to be true was that they had no reflection—he could see the vampire’s wet little slit gushing in the semi-opaque reflection of his big bedroom window. One of her hands spread her folds, her pale fingers knuckle deep inside of her tightness, yet Caleb somehow knew it wasn’t this that was making her moan like that.

She’s getting off on this, he realized. She was enjoying being used by him. A mortal. A human.

The thought made him even harder.

He thrust himself into her mouth, really letting himself go now. His balls slapped against her chin with every thrust, filling the room with the sharp slapping sound of skin on skin. Even the women of his harem would have balked at such treatment, but Lady Lachrymosa loved it. The tenors of her moans rose as he pounded her throat, and her fingers swirled faster around the sensitive nub at the apex of her pleasure.

She was going to come. And so was Caleb.

Lady Lachrymosa came with a shudder, the muscles of her back rippling as she hit her orgasm. As the vampire whimpered, her thighs clenching together like a vise, Caleb kept fucking her face, going harder and harder until he was well past the point of no return. His orgasm built into a fireworks show, and then he was shooting, exploding into her mouth like he’d never had a climax before.

The vampiress swallowed again and again, moaning with pleasure as she drank him dry. It might not have been blood, but from the way she was devouring his load, she liked it even better.

Finally Caleb pulled out of her mouth, panting. A thin line of his seed hung from the crown of his cock to the side of Lady Lachrymosa’s lips. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, a dazed expression on her face.

“Wow!” Lady Lachrymosa gasped. “That was… no one’s ever… my God!”

Caleb just laughed. If he could make a vampire say the name of the man upstairs, he must be doing a damn good job.

Lady Lachrymosa brought her soaked fingers to her lips and tasted them. “That was amazing,” she whispered, looking at him with what might have been awe. “You taste so good, Caleb. I had no idea a Crafter would taste like this…”

Caleb grinned down at her. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. But we’re not done yet. Get on the bed on all fours and face the window. I’m going to fuck you now.”

Lady Lachrymosa clearly couldn’t believe how dominant he was being. His transformation shocked her almost as much as it surprised him. She climbed up on the bed, shuddering with anticipation as she spread her legs. Her pussy was wet and glistening.

“Damn, look at you,” Caleb said, letting his eyes roam over her. The size difference between them turned him on more than he’d readily admit. She was practically a giantess, and the fact that he could order a woman as physically imposing as her around was the kind of turn-on he suspected he could never get tired of. “You’re so sexy, Lachrymosa.”

She grinned, wiggling her ass. “Fuck me, Crafter,” she begged, grabbing up the covers in her long fingers and arching her back. “Please, just fuck me! Fuck me so loud your whole harem hears!”

He mounted Lady Lachrymosa from behind, spreading her legs so he could get the perfect angle to thrust into her. She knew exactly what he wanted, and lifted one leg to give him access.

“Do me a favor,” she whispered. She watched Caleb guide the crown of his cock into her walls from over her shoulder. “Please, sir. Just one little favor?”

“What’s that?”

Lady Lachrymosa shook her head, letting her long braids fall down her back. “Pull my hair,” she whimpered, groaning with anticipation of the pain. “Don’t be nice to me, Crafter. I’m a filthy fucking vampire—a creature of the night! I deserve to be punished! Pull my hair and fuck me hard, please! I need it, sir, I need it so bad…”

Caleb grabbed both of her long braids and tied them around his fingers, using them as leverage. He yanked them back, forcing her to arch her back even more than before. As he did, he pushed the tip of his cock into her, teasing her without giving her the fucking she so desperately needed.

“Is this what you want?” he asked, despite already knowing the answer. “You want to be hurt, you dirty little vampire slut?”

“Yessss,” Lady Lachrymosa hissed, her voice like steam leaving a boiling kettle. “Oh fuck, yes! More!”

Caleb thrust forward, bottoming out inside of her. She was warm and wet, not cold the way he might have expected. And she was tight.

He fucked her hard and fast, his hips pounding against her ass. The sound of their flesh slapping together filled the bedroom. Caleb had no doubt his women were listening in. They would be hearing every grunt from him and every scream from Lady Lachrymosa, and they would know exactly what he was doing to her.

He thrust Lady Lachrymosa’s head down on the mattress and entered her roughly.

It wasn’t long before her walls gripped him like a fist. “I’m going to come,” Lady Lachrymosa whined, thrusting her pert ass even higher in the air. “Fuck, please fuck me harder!”

It was time for both of them to get off together, and it was a race to the finish line. For a few seconds, he thought he might beat Lady Lachrymosa there, then he heard her scream as her body shook like a bowl full of gelatin, pleasure coursing through her ageless form.

“Caleb, yes! Yes, I’m yours! Empty yourself inside of me, sir! Fill my undead pussy!”

One more hard thrust was all it took to send him over the edge, his fingers digging deep into the firm flesh of her ass as he shot his load deep inside of her. Their moans harmonized perfectly, both of them sighing with bliss as they rode out their pleasure.

Caleb pulled out and collapsed onto the bed. The vampiress curled up against him for a few moments, cuddling almost like one of his girlfriends, but then she slid down his body and took his half-hard member into her mouth. Her lips and tongue quickly made him hard again, and he lay back against the pillows and propped himself up on an elbow to watch.

Lady Lachrymosa was slower this go round—she took her time, licking and sucking him like a lollipop as she slowly built him up to another peak. All the while, her eyes remained on his, filled with so much love and devotion that he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“You’re mine,” Caleb said, running his fingers through Lady Lachrymosa’s hair. One of her braids had come undone during the rough sex. “Understood?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s mouth left his cock with a wet little pop. She looked eager for what came next, but also a little bit like she worried about his reaction to what she was about to say. It made him a little wary.

She studied him, then slowly unveiled her fangs. They glistened in the moonlight, and Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes strayed to his inner thigh. Right where his artery was located.

“You want to bite me?” Caleb laughed. “You must be joking. I know that’s how you make your thralls.”

“I would not take enough of your blood to make you my thrall. I could not imagine such a thing! If anything, I should be your thrall, heir of Holdstock.” She shuddered with bliss, her hand still slowly pumping up and down his cock. “I will only drink a little, and only when you allow it. Just enough to seal the bond between us. And I will be yours, Caleb. Yours forever.”

It was an interesting idea.

“How do I know you won’t just drink me dry?” he asked.

“I swear it. Please, sir, it will feel so good for you as well. The pleasure of a vampire’s bite… it is something few mortals can describe. Let me give this gift to you. I promise, you won’t regret it.”

“Gift?” Caleb watched Lady Lachrymosa as she gave him a handjob. “Are you going to turn me into a vampire?”

She slowly shook her head. “It will not do that. But it will… bind us.” She looked up at him, her eyes big with longing. “I will be able to sense you wherever you are, Caleb. I’ll feel the pulse of your heartbeat on the wind. If you are in danger, I will fly to where you are and tear out the throats of your enemies. And then we can fuck.”

Caleb nodded, his throat suddenly dry. “Okay.”

Lady Lachrymosa pressed her lips against his inner thigh. “I will do it right as you come,” she whispered, her eyes going halfway closed like a junkie about to get her fix. “Don’t hold back, Caleb. Go on and shoot for me. I promise this will be amazing…”

The thrill of knowing what was about to happen filled him with a dreadful anticipation, and the way Lady Lachrymosa stroked him made him throb and jerk. In no time at all he felt the familiar rush work its way up from his balls, drenching him in a pleasure so strong he wanted to scream…

Right as he hit the peak, Lady Lachrymosa bit down.

Her fangs pierced his flesh, sinking right into his femoral artery. The pain was hot and sudden, like a sharp needle puncturing his skin, and for a moment he kicked out in animal panic, forgetting where he was. But the feeling vanished as quickly as it appeared.

In its place was an overwhelming surge of pleasure.

He rocked back, the top of his skull hitting the headboard as the vampire’s power entered him. The world exploded in a burst of color, and his mouth opened wide as a bliss like nothing he’d ever known coursed through his body.

Lady Lachrymosa drank his blood, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked. Caleb’s cock jerked once, then the crown exploded with thick ropes of hot cream. He’d just cum harder than he ever had in his life—his load coated Lady Lachrymosa, spraying all over her face, tits, and hair as she eagerly drank his blood. She moaned with delight as she fed, her eyes rolling back in her head as a bliss beyond orgasm filled her.

It was incredible. Beyond incredible. Lady Lachrymosa was right—words didn’t describe it. No wonder mortals had trouble coming up with them!

Caleb could feel himself weakening just a little as she drank from him. But it didn’t hurt—it felt warm, blissful, and safe. Like a hot soak in a bath, or laying in front of a roaring fire in a nice, soft blanket. Caleb’s free leg jerked out spasmodically, completely independent of his body as his cock continued to erupt like a geyser. He barely even noticed—he was blissed out and in his own world.

Lady Lachrymosa kept stroking his cock as she drank from him, milking every last drop from his balls. Then she pulled back, kissing the pair of holes she’d made in his thigh. They sealed up instantly, leaving only faint marks behind.

“There,” Lady Lachrymosa said, licking her lips. “You may be a bit tired, but there will be no permanent effects.”

Caleb was still floating on a candy-coated cloud of sheer ecstasy. “Fuck,” he groaned.

“Indeed.” Lady Lachrymosa licked her lips, her eyes feverish with pleasure. “Your blood tasted even better than your cum, sir. I knew that a Crafter’s blood was special, but this? This is a gift. Thank you, thank you so much for giving this to me.”

Caleb could only nod. “Yeah,” he said, his eyes closing. “Yeah, that was fucking great…”

The warmth enveloped him. He started to drift almost immediately, and was roused by the vampire’s kiss on his lips. “Stay,” he said, reaching for her.

Lady Lachrymosa curled up beneath the covers. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said, gently stroking Caleb’s hair. “Sleep now, my love. You need rest after a feeding. I promise that I will be right here when you wake.”

Caleb opened his mouth to thank Lady Lachrymosa. To welcome her into his harem.

But he was so tired.

He sank into a warm, dreamless sleep, his head nestled between the vampire’s tits.


Chapter 4

Caleb stood behind the podium, feeling a little stiff in his new suit and uncomfortable from all the attention. Three days had passed since his night of bliss with Lady Lachrymosa, and while the vampiress had integrated herself so naturally into his harem that it was as if she’d always been there, he’d been anything but idle. In fact, he’d hardly had a moment to himself.

Members of the press milled about the park, adjusting their badges and chatting with their camera crews. All of them had been tempted here by the promise of a good story, given from the lips of Lady Lachrymosa herself. The reason for the meeting had been kept under wraps by Omega, but there wasn’t a single reporter there who didn’t already know why they were preparing to film.

It was time for Caleb Holdstock to officially announce his candidacy for the Celestial Senate.

To Lady Lachrymosa’s credit, the rumors had been seeded well. She had been spreading the news about Caleb’s campaign on the sly ever since ‘M-Day’, the generally recognized term for the day that the Wyrdworld’s malkini all dropped what they were doing and followed Belleteyn D’Amore like the kids who chased after the Pied Piper. Anyone in Hades with a pulse and an eye on the news knew this day would come, though the actual date of the announcement had been a closely kept secret until recently.

They’d picked a beautiful morning to do the deed. Hades looked about as nice as it ever did, and the tasteful stage and arrangements the vampires of Omega made to the plaza left the area looking almost like that of an official political campaign.

Caleb’s girlfriends were all dressed up to the nines. They’d elected for classy attire, seeing as this was an official event, but no one who looked at the easy smiles and tight clothing of Eira or Yui could help from staring a bit. They broadcast with their every movement that they were part of Caleb’s harem. Lady Lachrymosa didn’t mind—in fact, she’d encouraged his harem to play this up for the cameras. Potential voters in Hades liked to see a powerful player when it came to their elected officials. So the more Caleb could flex, the better.

Desdemona stood a bit to the side, having a last minute chat with one of the stylists. She held a leash in her free hand that split into three leashes, each connected to a different neck of Caleb’s dog, Cerebus. Two of the hellhound’s heads were asleep, while the other kept watch over the park.

Private security had been hired for the event, of course. But if anything did go down today, Caleb would bet that it’d be his hound, not the guys standing around with earbuds, who made the difference.

“We’re almost ready to begin,” a voice said at his side.

Caleb didn’t jump, but it was a close thing. He still wasn’t quite used to how quickly Lady Lachrymosa moved—her super speed was just one of her many talents. She carried a broad black parasol over her head, as if she feared a beam of sunlight might break through the roof of Hades and try to dissolve her. Caleb knew from their earlier conversation that a hidden sword lay within the hilt, ready in case anyone tried to disrupt their gathering.

The big vampire grinned, giving him a frank once over that would have made the old Caleb’s cheeks burn. She leaned in close and dropped her voice, giving him a view of her cleavage that many men in Hades would have gladly died for.

“I can feel your heart pounding, my love,” she said with relish. She wasn’t being glib—thanks to her imbibing his blood, she could literally sense the ocean of currents within his veins. “There is nothing to be worried about. All of Hades is already primed to accept your ascendancy to the Senate. Everyone is with you.”

“I appreciate that,” Caleb said.

She put a pale, ghostly hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “I would take you behind those trees and calm your racing heart right now, but I think you need to remain sharp for this press conference.” Then she winked. “After, perhaps?”

“Sure.” He couldn’t get enough of Lady Lachrymosa—and he’d yet to see her interact with any other members of his harem in the bedroom.

His daydream was interrupted by the arrival of the press. One of Omega’s vampires led the reporters to their chairs, which were arranged in rows in front of the elevated stage. Caleb looked at most of them without much interest, and they looked at him the same way. To pretty much all of them he was just another story—worth reporting on, but not thinking about much beyond that. Besides, everyone knew what was happening here by now.

But to Caleb’s surprise, he recognized one of the reporters. He’d never met her in person, but he’d seen her so many times on the Wyrdworld News that he felt as if he knew her. She was the succubus who read off the day’s top stories—the one with the short horns, the impeccable dress sense, and the bodacious rack.

“Two minutes,” an aide called out. In the aisle directly in front of the stage, representatives from the various news networks got their cameras ready.

Caleb glanced over at Lady Lachrymosa, who was examining the podium. “I’ll be right back.”

The vampiress glanced up from her work. “Huh? Where are you going—?”

But Caleb was already off the stage.

He double timed over to where the cute succubus was sitting. She’d been given a priority seat in the front row, and already had a beige legal pad with prepared questions sitting in her lap. Caleb wondered if Lady Lachrymosa had planned all those in advance as well, but he didn’t wrack his brain over it too hard. Instead, he just focused on giving the news girl his most winning smile. A small placard placed on the back of her seat marked it as reserved for Imani Nox, Wyrdworld News.

The succubus glanced up from her pad and saw him approaching. Her eyes widened with surprise, then a sultry smile spread across her face as it sunk in who he was and what he was doing. She extended a hand as he reached her.

He took it. “Hi,” Caleb said, matching her energy with his own. “I just wanted to say before we get started that I’m a huge fan of your show. Me and the girls have it on pretty much around the clock.”

Imani looked impressed. It wasn’t flattery—he was honestly a fan of the woman and her work.

“It’s always nice to meet a fan,” the succubus said, releasing his hand. “Perhaps you’d be so gracious as to give Wyrdworld News ten minutes on my show some time?”

“Sure,” he said, glancing back at the stage. “Look, I’ve got to be up there making this speech in like sixty seconds, but I saw you and couldn’t pass up the opportunity. How about we have dinner sometime?”

The succubus’s mouth formed a little ‘O’ of surprise. She looked pleased by his boldness—and the other reporters around her were green to the gills with jealousy.

Imani crossed one leg over the other, exposing a sinful amount of thigh. “I would love that, Mr. Holdstock.”

“Please, call me Caleb.”

“Here—give me a call and we’ll set something up.”

The reporter pulled a business card out of the interior of her jacket pocket. Then, after staring at it for a moment, she puckered up and gave the back of the creamy white card a kiss. It left an imprint of her lips on the card, and Caleb noticed her lipstick was such a dark shade of red that it looked almost black.

He took the card and stuck it in his jacket. “Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” Imani said, waving at him with her black-tipped nails. “But I doubt you’ll need it.”

Caleb felt as if he was walking on air as he ascended the stage. He glanced over at his girls in the front row and saw all three of them beaming. Yui glanced over at the succubus, then back at him, and mouthed the words FUCK YEAH.

“That was very good,” Lady Lachrymosa whispered as he reached the podium. “You managed to get all that caught on camera.”

Had he? He hadn’t been thinking about the press. He’d just wanted to introduce himself to the cute girl from the nightly news.

“People will love it,” the vampiress assured him. “‘Horndog but charming’ is exactly the vibe we want to cultivate. Miss Nox appears quite smitten with you.”

“It was clever to stare at her tits for so long,” Lady Lachrymosa added with a hint of mirth. “You really sold the lust, which is impressive. Anyone who doubted you’re still actively hunting for harem girls will certainly think twice after seeing that display.”

“I did what now?” He hadn’t realized he was staring. Clearly though, Imani didn’t mind.

“Ten seconds!” an aide called.

“Shit,” Lady Lachrymosa whispered. “Caleb, stage right!”

He got out of the view of the camera just in time. One of the cameramen counted down from ten, switching to just his fingers once they got to five, and then the press was rolling. Cameras flashed, music played, and over the airwaves a number of announcers were informing citizens around Hades of a special news bulletin.

By the time the lead cameraman pointed at Lady Lachrymosa, she’d composed herself and looked every bit the proud, professional vampire that Caleb knew. There was a hint of a smile about her dark red lips as she leaned forward, dominating the podium as she basked in the spectacle and the attention.

“People of Hades,” the vampiress said, turning slightly to show her best side as the cameras flashed. “My fellow citizens. Election season is nearly upon us, and soon it will be up to you to choose which potential representative of our great city takes up the seat on the Celestial Senate once held by our esteemed, legendary leader Gene Holdstock.”

She might have been laying it on a little thick, but it seemed to be working. The suits with their notepads all leaned forward in their seats, paying close attention to her words.

“The choice is ultimately in your hands,” Lady Lachrymosa said, spreading her own. “But today, I would like to formally introduce you to the man who I personally believe is the only choice to lead Hades through these turbulent times. A man whose philanthropic spirit knows no bounds, whose grace under pressure has allowed him not only to work within but to thrive within his grandfather’s framework as Crafter. And a man who, not to put too fine a point on it, has won not only the pleasures of my body but of my heart.”

There was an audible gasp from the crowd.

Lady Lachrymosa smirked. “Not many men in Hades are bold enough to take a vampire to bed,” she said, absolutely eating up the attention. “Much less insist that they join his harem. But I am proud to call Caleb Holdstock my lover.” She licked her lips, showing her fangs. “And my man.”

Lady Lachrymosa had already told him she’d be revealing this as part of her speech. It had been an open secret anyway since the two of them were photographed leaving Lanita’s, and it would only help his campaign.

Lady Lachrymosa paused for effect. Caleb had to hand it to her, she was a natural performer. He could tell she was enjoying herself immensely.

“I’m overjoyed to pledge myself to Caleb Holdstock, and I know that he is the man we need in the Celestial Senate. Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to introduce your next Senator, the grandson of our late sovereign… Caleb Holdstock!”

A wave of applause rippled from the crowd. Caleb stepped out from the shadows and waved to the cameras, trying to look as confident and determined as possible. As his gaze traveled over the crowd, he caught sight of Imani in the audience.

To his surprise, the succubus blew him a kiss, then winked.

As the applause died down, Lady Lachrymosa vacated her spot at the podium for Caleb. She leaned over and whispered in his ear as he approached. “They’re ready for you, my love. Go knock ‘em dead.”

Caleb nodded and took his place behind the podium. He knew that Lady Lachrymosa could feel his heartbeat, and that it was pounding like a hammer on an anvil as he looked out over the crowd. Adrenaline surged in his veins, and for a moment the old fear of public speaking threatened to overwhelm him.

Then he saw his girls in the front row, beaming with pride.

I’ve got this, he told himself.

He cleared his throat and began. “Thank you, Lady Lachrymosa. I’ve gotta say, you look even better with your clothes on.”

This time, the gasps from the audience were real and unfeigned. Yui even let out a hoot, cupping her hands around her mouth like a drunk girl at a bachelorette party.

Lady Lachrymosa turned. “Oh, you!” she said, just loud enough to be picked up by Caleb’s mic. It couldn’t have been more perfect if he’d planned it.

“Hi,” he said, turning back to the mic. “Good afternoon, everyone. My name is Caleb Holdstock, and I am running for my grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate, representing the city of Hades.”

Cameras flashed. Reporters made notes in their legal pads.

“I know things are rough right now in the Wyrdworld,” he said, putting it mildly. “It feels like a lot of things are changing very quickly, and if you’re at home watching this speech right now, you probably just wish things would go back to normal already.”

Polite laughter greeted his remarks. Caleb grinned, feeling a bit more at home and at ease, and began slipping into his speech.

“Unfortunately, my opponent has made sure that there is no normal any longer,” he said, taking hold of the podium. “Belleteyn D’Amore would overthrow the natural order in the Wyrdworld, creating a dictatorship with her and her handpicked armada of malkini at the top. I know, because I faced off with her and her lackeys once before—and came out on top. My harem and I are testament to that.”

Caleb nodded in the direction of his girlfriends in the front row. They all beamed, feeling the eyes of the cameras upon them. Yui looked a little nervous, but with Eira’s fingers laced through hers the elf managed to take away the worst of her jitters.

“Belleteyn must be stopped,” Caleb continued. “There’s no excuse for the things she’s done, the harm she’s caused, and the threats she’s made. I…”

He paused. Did he really want to go down this road?

“Belleteyn exposed a glaring flaw in the structure of the Wyrdworld,” he said, getting his voice back. “Make no mistake—her revolution is poison to everything my grandfather stood for. But she was able to achieve this remarkable assault on Hades through an avenue no one predicted: the malkini.”

The reporters were leaning forward now, pens at the ready. They sensed this was the juicy part.

“We outsource our labor to the catgirls,” Caleb said. “We let them form harems, whole nests of them in our apartment complexes, but when they ask to be treated as anything more than objects of sex and work, we put them down. And as long as we do, then Hades has a massive, unmissable weakness. Our second-class citizens.”

From the reactions of the crowd, they’d expected something different. Maybe they figured he’d call for an ordinance exiling the catgirls from the city, or something of that nature. This, though? This was new.

“When I sit in the Celestial Senate, the malkini will no longer be treated as chattel,” he said with a flourish. “Everyone in Hades deserves the chance to live their life in peace and prosperity. This is a fight against Belleteyn D’Amore, yes, but it is also a fight for justice. The malkini are citizens of Hades, citizens of the Wyrdworld, and they deserve the same lives of sin and greed that so many of us enjoy!”

He paused for effect. The crowd was silent for a long moment, and he felt his whole campaign being weighed in the balance.

“And that’s why I’m running to become your Senator,” he finished. “To make sure everyone has a fair shot.”

He swallowed hard, keeping his face neutral. Was it enough? Or had he lost them?

He was just about to despair when someone in the crowd began to applaud. The applause was picked up by the rest of those in attendance, and soon it was almost deafening.

Caleb relaxed. He’d done it. He’d won them over.

Lady Lachrymosa beamed at him from the side of the stage. When he glanced over at her, she shot him a big thumb’s up, and he grinned at her. It might not have been the most elegant speech in the world, but he’d made his mark. The hardest part had been done, and now he just—

Caleb froze.

Out in the crowd, clapping along with the rest of the participants, was a woman he hadn’t seen before. He knew her, though—her short, red hair stuck up from behind her head like a tiara, and her cheekbones were high enough to cut glass. The smile she gave him from the middle of the crowd had no warmth in it, and looked like something out of a horror movie.

It was Alecto. The Fae who’d tried to steal his name in the Item World.

He blinked, and she was gone. Her face dissolved into an older, frail woman as she melted into the crowd, her glamor slipping into place. Caleb knew that even if he jumped off the stage and chased her, she’d have become someone else by the time he managed to push through the reporters.

He’d only have succeeded in making himself look insane.

The audience and the press continued to applaud, but now a cold chill ran through his veins. The Fae had their eye on him, and they hadn’t forgotten how he’d outwitted one of their lieutenants on their own territory.

We’re watching you, Alecto seemed to be saying. Have fun with your campaign.


Chapter 5

“I sent a half dozen of my best people after her,” Charity was saying. “They couldn’t find a trace. She’s gone, Caleb. If she was even here to begin with.”

Caleb winced. “What do you mean, if she was even here?”

All around them, the press conference was dissolving. Most of those who’d come to the park to listen to his speech were already gone, and only a few members of the Wyrdworld press still milled about the park’s plaza, waiting to ask him a couple of questions or request a follow-up interview. It gratified Caleb to see Imani among those, but he was too distracted. His mind was still on Alecto, the Fae who’d shown up in the middle of his speech.

Charity gave him a sympathetic look. “The Fae are masters at psychological manipulation,” she explained, casting glances at her support team as she spoke. “She might have been a hallucination, given to you via post-hypnotic suggestion from your time in her territory. It’s been known to happen, especially against those with whom the Fae are said to have grudges.”

“She certainly does at that. I should have known she’d be hankering for a rematch.”

Lady Lachrymosa, Eira, and Yui were all posing for pictures with the gossip press, but Desdemona stood nearby with Cerebus. The three-headed dog had been a huge hit with the reporters, and now he was laying on the grass panting happily in the sun. As he watched, Dez scratched one of the heads behind the ears, prompting a different head to lick her hand.

Caleb sighed. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Alecto had really been there. He’d seen her face in the crowd, and it was just the way it had been in the Item World.

And that smile…

Well, it gave him the shivers. But he wouldn’t let the Fae distract him. That was what she wanted, after all.

A few reporters braved the stage to talk to Caleb personally. These he allowed, grateful for the opportunity to get the Fae off his mind. Their questions were such softballs that he half-suspected Lady Lachrymosa and Charity had set them up ahead of time, and he managed to knock each of them out of the park with aplomb.

Soon, there were only a few photographers left standing around the empty chairs. And one very beautiful succubus reporter.

Caleb hopped down from the stage. “Saved the best for last,” he said, crossing the distance to Imani. She’d just finished making an on the spot report for Wyrdworld News, and her cameraman was still rolling back the footage to make sure they didn’t need to reshoot anything.

“Excellent speech,” Imani said.

It was disarming, the way she focused her entire attention on Caleb whenever they spoke. Sometimes when you talked to someone, you got the impression that they were half with you and half in the world—distracted by every little thing. Not Imani. She looked at Caleb like he was the only thing she saw.

“Thank you,” he said, glancing back up at the stage. It was a little crazy to think that just a few minutes ago he’d been at that podium, promising a better future for all of Hades. “I’m not much of a natural public speaker, but I’m learning.”

Imani nodded. “Can I ask you a question? Entirely off the record, of course.”

“Of course.”

The succubus crossed her arms beneath her breasts, pushing them up even higher in the tight little top she wore beneath her reporter’s jacket. “Are you really planning on freeing the malkini?”

It was an interesting question. He had never even pondered the possibility that Hades might think he was lying about his promises. It seemed obvious in retrospect, given that he was applying to become a politician.

“Hmm.” Caleb leaned in closer, sizing the succubus up. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing to free. They’ve already dropped their work and left Hades in the lurch—just ask Belleteyn D’Amore.”

“She doesn’t give interviews,”Imani replied with a smile. “That might change, though, now that you’ve thrown your hat in the ring.”

“Hopefully. The more this city sees her true face, the less likely they’ll be to vote for her as Senator.”

“I found the part about not treating them as chattel to be really enlightening. I guess I’ve never really thought about the malkini in such a way before. We’re so used to calling them a plague.”

“Yeah, I can see that it’s pretty ingrained, but things can change. My grandfather didn’t guide my way down here just so I could keep everything business as usual.”

A slow, sleazy smile spread across Imani’s face. “I’m so interested in hearing about that,” she said, putting a hand on his chest. “We’ve been seeing so much Caleb Holdstock in the press: where you eat, who you’re fucking, who you’ve added to your harem. But we know so little about the real you. I would love to hear more stories about your grandfather and how you came to the Wyrdworld, whenever you’ve got the time.”

“How about over a steak and a glass of wine?” he asked. “I figure we can slip away for a bite to eat?”

He didn’t know it was possible for a succubus to look scandalized. “If I didn’t have to be back in the studio in an hour, I’d take you up on that,” she said, looking like she truly meant it.

Caleb felt bold; and so he decided to do something he might have otherwise saved for later.

He took a step forward, deleting the space between himself and Imani. She gasped as he grabbed her ass with one hand, putting the other on the back of her neck, and leaned in for a kiss. Her mouth parted beneath his, her soft pink tongue sliding into his mouth as the two of them made out.

He felt Imani ignite like a live wire. Caleb wasn’t sure if it was true what they said about succubi feeding on the sexual energy of human men—but if it was, Imani had a feast in front of her.

“I know,” Caleb said, breaking the kiss. “But that’s alright. I want to have a whole night to spend with you when we meet up for that date.”

Imani looked like she was about to faint. “Pointed God,” she gasped, grinning like she was about to get into the best kind of trouble. “I thought the whole thing with Lady Lachrymosa was just for show, but now I’m beginning to believe you really tamed her.”

“Believe it,” Caleb said, giving Imani a pat on her ass.

She nibbled her bottom lip. “Listen. I really, really can’t do tonight. Believe me, I wish I could—I want nothing more than to jump headfirst into this—but my bosses would crucify me.”

“Duty calls.” Caleb sighed.

Imani perked up. “Tomorrow night,” she said, holding onto him. “I’ll come to your condo, and we’ll do a special interview. Some human interest stuff—really just an advertisement for your campaign. People are salivating to get a look under the hood of your harem, and they’ll eat that shit up with a spoon. It’ll give me an excuse to come to your place. If NN knows I’m getting one-on-one time with Caleb Holdstock, they’ll give me a night off the reporting desk. And you and I can explore this insane fucking chemistry we’ve both got.”

It sounded like a plan.

“Alright,” he said. “Have your people at Wyrdworld News call Charity and set it up. We’ll be happy to let your cameras in.”

Imani’s eyes never left his. Her lips parted, her heart thrumming so hard he could almost hear it.

“You want to fuck me right now, don’t you?” she whispered.

Caleb didn’t respond with words. He dug his fingers into the firm flesh of her ass and pulled her to him, letting her feel the bulge in his pants. Imani let out a whimper, groaning.

“Fuck,” Imani groaned, her eyes wild. “I want to drop to my knees right now and… ugh, but if I keep talking like that I’ll actually do it.” She looked up and away, squeezing her eyes tight.

“See you tomorrow,” he said, giving her one last kiss.

“I’ll be thinking about you.”

Caleb made his way back to his harem.

As he crossed the aisles of chairs, he found he couldn’t shake the sensation that he was being watched. He was, of course—if nothing else, Lady Lachrymosa had seen his seduction go down and was looking utterly approving—but this felt different than that. Like a tingle at the top of his spine, raising the hair on the back of his neck.

He couldn’t keep himself from thinking of Alecto. The arrival of the Fae left a sour taste in his mouth, and was almost enough to spoil the thrill he felt at his interaction with the cute succubus reporter whose show he watched every day.

What the hell were the Fae planning for election season?

Caleb made his way over to Charity, who stood with her back to him watching the show. Only a few fans remained, and to his amazement they were getting autographs signed and selfies taken with his harem girls. Even Lady Lachrymosa looked like she’d been getting in on it a little, though there were few brave enough takers.

“Imani Nox is going to contact you for an interview at the apartments tomorrow night,” Caleb told the vampire accountant. “I want you to agree, and to give her and her people whatever they need to work with.”

Charity glanced over her shoulder, over where Imani was still preening while her cameraman finished reviewing footage. Her lips formed a tight little line, then a smirk broke from her face almost as if it rose against her will.

“Ha,” Charity said, shaking her head. “Another one already? The Mistress will be pleased.”

“You think?” There was no question of who Charity’s mistress could be—the only woman the vampire referred to by such a title was Lady Lachrymosa herself.

Charity nodded. “Oh, absolutely. She worries that even with her in your harem, she won’t be enough to counter accusations that you aren’t virile enough.”

Caleb had to stifle a laugh. It still broke his brain how different things were in the Wyrdworld. Back in his world, a man with four girlfriends would have been called a chauvinist at the very least, and probably worse things besides. But in Hades?

Those were rookie numbers.

“Just make sure she’s welcome,” Caleb said, giving the accountant a smile.

“You know what would really counter the rumors?” Charity mused, a knuckle beneath her chin. “One of your girls being with child.”

His brows rose. “Pregnant?”

A broad smile spread across the vampire’s face. “Oh yes! No one could accuse you of not being manly enough with an heir on the way. And the pregnancy would help to explain why you’ve been so slow in collecting women.” She appeared to be deep in thought, and growing more and more fond of this notion all the time. “I know you can’t control a thing like that, Caleb, but could you at least make sure you fuck your women while they’re ovulating?”

Another disbelieving laugh escaped Caleb’s lips. “I’ll try,” he said, thinking how incredible it was that anyone could consider his romances ‘slow’ when he had four women and a fifth on the way. “Anybody else I need to speak with here?”

Charity glanced around, then shook her head. The few remaining members of the press in attendance all looked satisfied. Any lingering questions could likely be handled during Imani’s interview.

“You’re all good to go,” the vampire assured him. “My people will clean up here.”

Caleb gathered his companions and prepared to leave. Even as he did, that strange sensation of being watched refused to leave him. He craned his neck, checking every shady spot in the park for a potential eavesdropper. If the Fae was still here, she was an expert at camouflage.

His girlfriends were extremely happy about his speech—and when he told them about Imani’s interview, they got even more excited.

“I knew you were going to add her to your harem fast,” Eira said as she glanced past Caleb to the retreating van from Wyrdworld News. “Shit, the way you two were eyeballing each other, I’m surprised you didn’t carry her into the woods like a caveman and have your way with her.”

It wasn’t until they were leaving that Yui decided to speak up. “Caleb, are you okay?” she asked, lacing her fingers through his.

He slowed down a bit, letting the rest of the group take the lead. He could see the silhouette of Mare’s carriage waiting in the parking lot, a thin trail of glittery purple smoke pouring from its magical engine as the demoness waited to take them back to their apartments.

He pulled Yui closer, glancing around the park. “I saw that woman during my speech.”

Her face paled as Caleb explained how he was feeling; her hand squeezed his tighter and began to shake.

“You feel it too?” she asked.

A chill went down his spine. “You’re feeling it? That sensation like someone is watching you?”

Yui nodded eagerly. “I thought I was just imagining it,” she said, giving him a relieved look. “I’ve been off lately, and I thought… well, never mind. It’s nothing you need to worry about.”

“What’s the matter?”

But Yui was already shaking her head. “I think you really did see Alecto,” she whispered, sliding her arm around his waist. “I think she wanted you to see her. She wants you to know that she’s still out there, and she’s not going to take what you did to her lying down. I’ve been reading a little bit about the Fae, and they’re… not nice people. Especially if you get one in debt to you, the way you did.”

Caleb pulled her closer. “We’ll figure it out. Keep our eyes open and make sure Alecto doesn’t surprise us.”

By the time they caught up with the rest of the harem, Mare was ready to go. “Non-stop drive home!” the demoness said, patting the roof of the carriage. It was already retracting to make space for Lady Lachrymosa.

“There you are,” the vampiress said as Caleb climbed in with Yui. “Everything alright with you two?”

“Couldn’t be better. How was the speech?”

Unlike Earth, the Wyrdworld differed in one critical respect—they’d never developed cell phone technology. Caleb wasn’t sure if it had something to do with the ever-present magic blocking the technological airwaves, the big rock ceiling over the city, or just the way most citizens of Hades liked to live, but things like social media and screens were only accessible from home.

Hence why Lady Lachrymosa had to call back to Omega to start getting live reactions to Caleb’s speech.

Desdemona turned around in her seat. She had Cerebus in her lap—and beneath her lap, as the dog was freaking huge. “Initial results are good.” She shared a look with Lady Lachrymosa, some spark passing between the two of them. “Viewers ranked you a great deal higher than listeners, which isn’t unusual. You cut a good figure, and you’re very telegenic.”

“Also, anyone watching on TV watched you seduce Imani Nox live in and living color,” Lady Lachrymosa crowed. “I told you that was a wonderful move, darling. Even if nothing happens between you and that succubus, your charisma is paying dividends.”

“Oh, something’s going to happen, alright,” Eira said. “Pretty sure something almost did happen, if there hadn’t been so many cameras around.”

“Enough,” Caleb said gently. “What’s wrong?”

He could see on Desdemona’s face that there was another shoe waiting to drop. She swallowed hard, keeping herself composed, then cleared her throat.

“There was one negative, and it showed up quite frequently in the live results,” she said. “The pro-malkini policy. The citizens of Hades don’t like it.”

Lady Lachrymosa snorted. “Of course they don’t. They want to fuck catgirls and have them do all the work, and they don’t want to think about it. But there’s no putting that genie back in the bottle.”

“Once people realize the only way forward is to grant the malkini rights, people will come around,” Yui insisted. “And it’s not like Caleb isn’t popular anyway, right?”

“Indeed.” Desdemona nodded. “Our snap polling shows him way out in front of Belleteyn D’Amore. It just worries me. Little problems like that have a way of snowballing into bigger ones in the course of a campaign.”

“I’ll moderate my rhetoric,” Caleb agreed. “Tone it down a bit. I’m still going to free the malkini, but I won’t go rubbing people’s faces in it. I’ll stick to seducing succubi and banging elves. You know, what I’m good at.”

“Tell him about the nickname,” Eira said, chuckling. “He ought to know!”

“What nickname?” he asked.

Desdemona’s lips formed a tight little line. “It’s rather rude,” she said, smoothing out her skirts. “But a number of voters have begun using a particular nickname to refer to your opponent. Apparently, it’s catching on online.”

Caleb waited. “And? It is?”

Desdemona rolled her eyes. “Belleteyn the Bimbo.”

Caleb stared at her, expecting her to say it was a joke. When she did, he barked out a harsh laugh.

“She’s going to hate that,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “Shit.”

“I suspect she will,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “But there’s nothing she can do about it.”

As the carriage rolled down the streets of Hades, Caleb wondered about that.


Chapter 6

Caleb kicked a malkini off a cliff.

“Hey there, Hades!” he cried, staring into the cameras with an insane look on his face. “It’s me, spoiled brat Caleb Holdstock! Did you like your catgirls?”

The ‘Caleb’ on the screen stood on the edge of a bridge, overlooking one of Hades’ famous rivers of lava. A huge sack hung over his back like Santa Claus, with paws and ears sticking out. From inside, the muffled sounds of screaming catgirls could be heard.

‘Caleb’ turned back to the screen with a big smile. “Too bad! Now they’re alllll gone!”

The man (who really didn’t look very much like Caleb now that he thought about it) threw the bag over the side of the bridge. A new cut in the film showed a differently colored bag flying into the abyss. The scene cut quickly to a bunch of ‘catgirls’ in heavy makeup and maid uniforms, howling in faked pain.

“Oh no, brah!” one of the cats howled. “Now we’ll never get back to our men!”

Someone next to Caleb coughed.

“I don’t want to watch this anymore,” Yui said, shaking her head. “This seems sick!”

“Shh,” Lady Lachrymosa insisted, a finger to her dark red lips. “Caleb needs to see this.”

Up on the screen, the fake Caleb danced down the bridge, accompanied by a number of attractive women. He recognized several of them as bootleg versions of his real girls—there was an elf dressed up like Lady Lachrymosa, and what looked like a dwarf girl wearing a modified version of the enchanted bracers Yui no longer needed.

“My grandpa didn’t take any of the girls, so I’m making up for it!” the fake Caleb yelled like a carnival barker. “When I’m in the Celestial Senate, every woman in Hades will be my bitch! Say goodbye to your harems, Wyrdworld—!”

“Stop right there!” a voice yelled.

Caleb shook his head, leaning back against the couch. “No, I’m with Yui,” he said, reaching for the remote control. “This is fucking ridiculous. No one’s going to pay any attention to this.”

Up on the screen, Belleteyn D’Amore appeared. She might not have truly deserved her ‘Belleteyn the Bimbo’ moniker, but there was no doubt that she looked greatly different than the serious and deadly bounty hunter Caleb originally ran afoul of at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire. She carried a staff that looked like a parody of Caleb’s vorlesen, with a big gold cat’s head on the top.

“Stop right there, criminal scum!” the bounty hunter roared. “Your reign of terror over the Wyrdworld is over before it’s begun!”

“You’d be surprised,” Lady Lachrymosa said calmly. “Our numbers show this ad is doing a surprising amount of convincing along certain demographic lines.”

Caleb and his harem were all sitting in his living room, watching television. This was the third iteration they’d seen of Belleteyn D’Amore’s ‘political advertisements’, and the third version was every bit as corny as the first.

As Bellteyn easily defeated the false Caleb on the screen, the real Caleb heaved a heavy sigh. “This is absolutely insane,” he said, shaking his head. “This is moving the needle? Of all things?”

“Don’t let Caleb Holdstock take your hot catgirls away!” a bubbly voiceover intoned on the television. “Vote Belleteyn D’Amore for a brighter, sexier Wyrdworld!”

Words appeared at the bottom of the screen, announcing that the ad was paid for by the Party For Basic Rights and Humanity—B.R.A.H. Bellteyn’s bespoke, malkini political party.

As the ad began to loop for a fourth time, Yui picked up the remote control and hit pause. Cerebus let out a bark like the dog had been waiting for that the whole time, then rolled over onto his belly for scratches. Yui eagerly complied, while the rest of the room looked on, their faces grave.

“Tell me this is just a joke,” Caleb said, looking around the room. “Tell me you’re just fucking with me, and people aren’t actually seeing this ad and believing Belleteyn is a better candidate for Senate than I am.”

This was an all hands on deck meeting, which meant everyone was there. It had been three days since Caleb’s speech announcing his candidacy for his grandfather’s Senate seat, and no one had expected this level of resistance. Lady Lachrymosa had made the whole campaign sound like a fait accompli—like the obvious choice. Caleb had a legacy on his side, he was a Crafter, he was building his harem—all good reasons to be chosen over Belleteyn.

For a single day, Caleb had dominated the polls. Then Belleteyn’s ad blitz started, and the numbers began to change.

“This advertisement has been in heavy rotation for the past two days,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Showing up in all markets, at least every half hour. Anyone who’s watched any appreciable amount of television in Hades has seen it by now. Likely many, many times.”

She knew that, of course, as did most of Caleb’s team, but there were more than a few people on the periphery who’d been invited to this brainstorming session. Caleb recognized most of them as vampires from Omega, along with a few representatives from the Greenwreath and Blackveil clans.

Moonwraith had turned down their summons, for reasons Caleb still didn’t understand. That worried him, but not as much as the possibility of losing to Belleteyn D’Amore.

“In the snap polls conducted immediately after Caleb’s speech, he had a comfortable lead over Belleteyn,” the vampiress continued. “We showed a nominal 70-30 split for Caleb to take the Senate seat, with a margin of error of two points in one direction or the other. A little bit on the closer side than I’d like, but nothing that needed to be sweated over.”

That still blew Caleb’s mind. Even knowing everything about him and Belleteyn, there were still three out of ten citizens in Hades who supported D’Amore for Senate over Holdstock. He wondered who those three in ten were, and what sort of deranged thought processes they entertained.

Of course, it’s more than that now, he thought grimly.

“What are the latest numbers?” Desdemona asked. “You did a poll this afternoon?”

“We did,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Charity?”

The vampire accountant was sitting closest to the television, on a chair she’d brought in from the kitchen. Like she usually did, she was perching like a gargoyle in the seat, with a narrow pad covered in facts and figures across her knees. “Fifty-seven Holdstock, forty-three D’Amore,” she said rapidly. “Still a two point margin of error, one way or another.”

There were gasps around the room.

“It’s still a comfortable lead,” one of the Greenwreath representatives said. “But such a drastic change over a short period tells us there are weaknesses in the campaign we didn’t anticipate. The level of support for Caleb is more fickle than we suspected.”

“How does this even happen?” That was Yui, who’d just finished petting Caleb’s dog. “I’m not trying to put anybody down, but that ad is terrible. It looks amateurish, it’s about as subtle as a cartoon, and the man in it doesn’t even look like Caleb!”

“For that, we go to our contact in the rumor mill,” Lady Lachyrmosa said. “Kerr?”

When Caleb first met Kerr, she’d been working the highway that led into the World Tree, the main point of access for those looking to either enter Hades or travel from it to one of the Wyrdworld’s major cities. She’d been as crooked as a loose tooth, as it turned out—willing to sell her secrets to the highest bidder. Her position watching the comings and goings of Hades had turned her into a favorite of the gossip column circuit, which was why Caleb had hired her to join his team.

Kerr both spread Lady Lachrymosa’s rumors around Hades and took the temperature of the gossip around the city. They’d been having her do a lot of the first lately, but today they needed the second.

She shrugged. She looked like she’d rather not have been dragged in front of all these people. Despite her reputation as a rumormonger extraordinaire, she was still something of an introvert.

“It’s the malkini,” she said, looking around the room. Her gaze eventually settled on Caleb and stayed there. “In the old days, when there were four or five catgirls for every guy who wanted one, having a big harem was just seen as a mark of status. But without lots of those malkini around lewding it up, there’s a lot of guys in the Wyrdworld who are sleeping alone for the first time in a long time.” Her gaze was penetrating and did not waver. “They want someone to blame. Caleb’s become their scapegoat.”

Lady Lachrymosa laughed with disbelief. “He has the smallest harem of any Senator in a decade!” she cried, shaking her head. “How can they possibly be mad at Caleb, of all people? It isn’t logical!”

Things were already clicking for Caleb. “It’s not about logic,” he said, stepping into the conversation. “The men of the Wyrdworld are worried. They want their malkini back—and I’m over here saying that I’m going to free them. They look at me, they look at the women I’m gathering around me, and they feel selfish. Or worse, they see me as a threat.”

His words sobered up the room.

“Perhaps it was a mistake to be so open in your affections for Imani Nox,” an elderly elf woman said. She was Blackveil’s chosen representative, and these were the most words she’d spoken at once since arriving at Caleb’s apartment. “She’s a great favorite among the people of Hades—a sex symbol. Taking her out of the dating pool is undoubtedly a blow to many people’s fantasies.”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “I’m not apologizing for asking an attractive woman out on a date. And I’m damn sure not backing down from something I want just because it’s going to make some asshole I’ve never met before feel inadequate.”

“Let’s not be hasty,” Charity said. Her eyes flickered between the clan representatives, filled with worry. “No one is seriously suggesting that you stop adding women to your harem, Caleb. But perhaps a pause on new romantic entanglements until after the election wouldn’t be out of order?”

Yui let out a mocking laugh. “Fuck no. Imani’s into Caleb. They’ve got, like, crazy chemistry. You saw it when they were talking!”

“Yeah, we all want her in the harem,” Eira added with a chuckle. “I think Caleb would agree to a moratorium after he’s done rearranging Imani’s guts, but not before. She’s too cute to pass up.”

Caleb agreed. “I already invited Imani to our apartment. We already had to push that back once because of these damned ads. I’m not telling her no again.”

She was supposed to be in my harem three days ago, Caleb thought. If these ads hadn’t shown up exactly at the wrong time, he’d have already finished his interview with Imani. She’d be in his bed, and she’d be part of his harem.

The sole silver lining was that absence had made the heart grow even fonder. Caleb and Imani had been exchanging messages via his laptop for the last few days, using the contact information he’d gotten off her card. Some of the things she’d said to him were so scorching hot that he couldn’t repeat them—and some of the pictures made him feel like the screen of his computer was going to melt.

Both of the clan leaders looked like they were about to say something. But before they could, Lady Lachrymosa stepped in. Literally.

“I agree with Caleb,” she said, rising from her seat. Standing at her full height, Lady Lachrymosa’s head nearly touched the ceiling. “There’s no point in going on the defensive. Belleteyn has made her assault on Caleb’s character. Now we must make our own.”

The two clan leaders shared a look.

“We’re listening,” the Blackveil elf said.

To Caleb’s surprise, Lady Lachrymosa paused. She settled back down in her chair and gestured at Desdemona, who sat on the couch next to Caleb.

“Desdemona and I are the co-managers of Caleb’s campaign for Senate,” she explained, gesturing for Dez to rise and join her. “We have been contemplating the problem of Belleteyn’s campaign ads for the last few days. We feel that we’ve come up with a proper solution. If you would?”

“Lady Lachrymosa and I have approached this problem from multiple angles, and there’s one thing above all others that we’ve agreed on,” Dez said. “There is no single solution for the problem of Belleteyn D’Amore.”

“I can think of one,” Eira said darkly. “A bullet.”

There were gasps among those gathered.

“She threatened Caleb’s harem,” the elf said, undeterred.

“No one’s going to be assassinating anybody,” Lady Lachrymosa said with an expansive gesture. Then she grinned. “Not yet, at least. Desdemona?”

The ball was back in Caleb’s assistant’s court. Desdemona nodded.

“We suggest a two-pronged approach to campaign season,” she explained, glancing back at Caleb for his reactions as she spoke. “The first idea involves Caleb doing something nice for Hades—giving something back to the people. A project that will grant him esteem in their eyes.”

“I like it,” Caleb said. It was the sort of thing he wanted to do anyway once he was Senator.

“You’re going to like the next one,” Lady Lachrymosa said with a wink. “The next one is my idea.”

Desdemona cleared her throat. “I took over the task of finding a suitable project for Caleb,” she explained, looking at each member of the clans in turn. “After weighing the pros and cons of several options, I think we’ve found the place where Caleb and his Crafting powers can do the most good.” She paused. “MacCammon Hospital.”

Several eyebrows were raised around the meeting. Caleb didn’t recognize the name, so he studied faces for their reactions. The biggest one came from Eira who just about shot out of her seat.

“He’s going to fix MacCammon!?” the elf said, looking at her clan leader. “That’s fucking great!”

“I’m building a hospital?” Caleb asked.

Before anyone else could speak, Eira whirled on him. “MacCammon’s the only hospital in my old neighborhood,” she explained, sounding excited. “It serves the poorest part of Greenwreath’s community, out in the slums. Near where I grew up.”

“It’s been closed for several months,” the Greenwreath clan leader explained. He was about as old as the Blackveil representative, but to Caleb’s shock he wasn’t an elf—instead, he appeared to be some kind of creature made partially of skin and bone and partially of wood. “One of its wings collapsed in an earthquake, and it had to be shut down for safety reasons. The sick and injured in that part of town have had to travel long distances for care.”

Caleb nodded along as he listened. “And you’re saying I can do something about that?”

“Given the proper materials,” Desdemona explained, “you could Craft a new wing to the damaged section of the hospital. It would be a great undertaking, not the sort of thing you could do on your own. But with Greenwreath aid to provide the proper materials… yes. It could be possible.”

Caleb’s mind was blown. He hadn’t even realized Crafting could be used in such a fashion. He pictured an entire repair crew tackling a building like that, not a single man and his backup squad. But he was a Crafter. He was powerful.

Was this the sort of thing his grandfather had done? Was this why Hades revered him so much?

“It would be a huge PR boon for Caleb,” Desdemona said. “Obviously, the majority of the boost would come from the Greenwreath section of Hades, but our polling indicates Caleb’s support is squishiest there anyway. Those with the least to lose are often the most jealous of those who have much, I suppose.”

“I would’ve thought having Eira in the harem would make him more popular among your people,” Yui said to the Greenwreath clan leader.

The old man harrumphed. “Eira Greenwreath is a thief and a criminal,” he said, narrowing his eyes in Eira’s direction. “Even if she has atoned for her crimes and turned over a new leaf, there are those who won’t credit her.”

“And there are those who’ll say she’s a whore,” Eira said defiantly. “A whore who used her elf pussy to get the heir of Holdstock to bail her out of her troubles.”

“And they’d be liars,” Caleb said.

The elf giggled. “Duh, I know. You’d never have made it into the Wyrdworld without me in the first place. I’m just saying—there’s people in my old neighborhood thinking it.”

“They’re just jealous,” Yui said. “Because you’ve got a banging bod and you belong to the hottest man in Hades.”

“As long as you know you’re worth far more than that, Eira,” Caleb said. “And yes, I’d love to help build the hospital. Even if it wasn’t a PR stunt for charity, I’d be all about helping out the poor and needy in Hades.”

The idea of traveling back into another Item World both thrilled and intimidated him. It was true that the worlds found inside of items, accessible only with the staff of a Crafter, contained the potential to work what would have been called miracles back on Earth. They could also be extremely dangerous, especially when complicated work was involved.

But Caleb was a Crafter. His grandfather’s grandson. If he wasn’t working miracles with his powers, then what the hell was he good for?

“Ideally, we’d like to reserve the next Crafting as something that will benefit the Blackveil faction,” the elderly elf said. “But Desdemona and Lady Lachrymosa have talked this plan over with us, as well. It meets with our approval.”

Good. Caleb didn’t particularly want to piss off any of the three clans that ran Hades, but he would if he had to. Winning was what really mattered, even if that caused more problems down the line.

“Excellent,” Lady Lachrymosa said. She was chomping at the bit to explain the other part of their plan. “The campaign Desdemona and I put together is something I call the ‘fist and the glove’—a hand made of iron in a sheathe of velvet. The nice, soft thing is what you do for those poor people in the slums of Greenwreath territory. The hard thing—the fun thing—is what you do with me.”

Caleb suspected his definition of fun and Lady Lachrymosa’s had some significant differences. He swallowed hard, feeling a sense of worry sift through his stomach. What was the vampiress planning?

“I’m listening,” he said.

That shark-like smile spread across her face. He had almost forgotten what a predator she could be.

“We crush Belleteyn D’Amore,” she said, her hands balling into fists. “We launch an all-out attack from all angles: underground gossip, planted stories in the media, and ‘scoops’ for people to trip over and discover. We use her record as a bounty hunter against her, along with her time against the malkini. By the time we’re done, the moniker ‘Belleteyn the Bimbo’ won’t just be a passing fad—it will be all anyone knows about the woman!”

Acid bubbled in Caleb’s gut. “I don’t know how I feel about that idea,” he admitted. “It sounds underhanded and sneaky.”

Lady Lachrymosa stared at him, her brows furrowing together. “Well, of course it is,” she said, as if he’d missed a beat somewhere. “Did you expect me to be nice to the little tart or something?”

“I think what Caleb is saying,” Yui cut in, “is that he doesn’t want to have to win through those sorts of tactics. They contrast with his message of hope and equality in the Wyrdworld. And going after Belleteyn, calling her a ‘bimbo’ and a ‘ditz’ could very easily backfire.”

“I don’t see how.” Lady Lachrymosa put a hand on her hip. “It’s been an incredibly potent tactic all throughout history.”

“That may be,” Caleb said. “But I don’t want it. Actually, I have a different idea.”

He’d only just begun to think of it. Something in Lady Lachrymosa’s words had unlocked a hidden container in his mind—where she intended to clog the streets of Hades with darkness, he was suddenly thinking about light.

Sure, he’d be sneaky and underhanded if it was the only way to win. The safety of his friends and his harem was paramount. But what if it wasn’t the only way to win?

There was something else he could try.

“Alright, my love,” Lady Lachrymosa said, looking interested despite herself. “What is your idea? I’d love to hear it.”

He sensed a bit of irritation from the vampiress, but he didn’t mind. She was so used to being in charge that it had to rankle a bit having a meeting taken away from you, even when it was done by someone you respected.

“I want to debate Belleteyn,” Caleb said. “That is something you do in the Wyrdworld, right?”

Heads turned all around the room. The representatives from Greenwreath and Blackveil put their heads together, conferring while the rest of the group stared at him.

“You want to get up on stage with that maniac?” Eira asked, aghast. “Unless you’re planning to have Lady Lachrymosa rip her throat out live on TV, why would you expose yourself to Belleteyn?”

“You said it yourself,” Caleb said, gesturing at the TV. “Belleteyn’s a maniac. She can hide that in TV commercials, or in short snippets of advertising, but not in front of the cameras. We’ve seen how she acts. Forget rumors—if you get me and her on a stage for an hour, and get the eyes of Hades tuning in, you won’t need to insinuate she’s a bimbo who’s unfit to be Senator. Everyone will be able to see it, plain as day.”

The room fell silent.

Finally Yui spoke.

“Oh, that is brilliant,” she whispered. “I love it!”

Evidently, the representatives from two of Hades’ three clans liked it, too. Both of them leaned back in their chairs, their little tete-a-tete done for the moment.

“We like this idea,” the Blackveil representative said. “D’Amore’s talk of malkini liberation is just that—smoke and mirrors. If the people are allowed to see the two of them side by side, this unpleasantness will easily be dispelled.”

“Well, shit,” Lady Lachrymosa said. Now that the idea sank in, she seemed to be liking it. “Yes! A little verbal bloodsport on the debate stage! A chance to humiliate the D’Amore woman, to make her look like her brain is filled with pumpkin spice latte! Oh Caleb, my love, you’re brilliant!”

Before any of them could speak, the vampiress blinked across the room. Now she stood before Kerr, who was staring up at her like the monster under her bed had just come to life.

“Visit all your gossip networks,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Tonight. By this time tomorrow, I want the hottest rumor in Hades to be this. Caleb Holdstock wants to debate Belleteyn D’Amore, and she’s too much of a coward to accept!”

“I… I think I can do that,” Kerr said. She was just able to keep herself from shaking.

“Excellent,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “D’Amore won’t be able to back down from a fight. We’ll get her on stage, under the hot lights and in front of the cameras. And then Miss Belleteyn D’Amore will go down like a bad card table!”

It sounded like a plan. Caleb and the others eagerly agreed. The meeting wrapped up without further debate, and the wheels began to grind to set the debate in motion. Caleb hoped that Belleteyn would show up and get pummeled, but even if she didn’t, he’d make her look weak by refusing. In fact, he might just get up there and do it by himself if she turned him down.

As soon as the others were gone, Charity approached Caleb. “We just received word from Wyrdworld News. Imani Nox would like to conduct her exclusive interview tonight. Are you interested?”

Imani. What better way to cap off the beginning of his offensive against Belleteyn than with a night of business and pleasure with the hottest succubus in Hades?

“Absolutely,” Caleb said. “Get everything ready. I’m going to take a shower. We’ll have a delicious dinner ready for Imani and her crew.”

And then afterwards, the succubus herself would be dessert.


Chapter 7

“Is all this really necessary?”

“Hold still, please,” the makeup artist insisted. They held a pouf nearly the size of Caleb’s entire face, and had been patting him down with some kind of powder for nearly five minutes now. “We must ensure the gentleman’s complexion is perfect for the cameras and the lights.”

If Caleb didn’t get out from under this assault, his complexion was going to be even more pale than Lady Lachrymosa’s. He didn’t think the viewers for Imani’s news program wanted to believe he was a vampire—just that he was fucking one.

“It’s really fine,” Caleb insisted, trying to squirm out of his seat. “I’m more than ready for my close-up—”

A tentacle slammed down on his shoulders. Only now when he looked up did he notice the slender man handling his makeup was part sea creature.

“The gentleman will wait just a moment,” the makeup artist said placidly. “We are just about finished…”

Again the pouf attacked Caleb’s face. He coughed and sneezed, feeling like the result had to spoil the man’s attempts to make him look good at least a little. Was this really what passed for beauty in the Wyrdworld?

Over the last hour, Caleb’s apartment had been colonized by the crew from Wyrdworld News. They’d gone all out on their special interview with him, wanting to get an intimate look at the heir of Gene Holdstock and the harem he kept in his grandfather’s old apartment building. It wouldn’t be so bad if he could at least flirt with Imani, but the succubus was nowhere to be seen. Other than a brief greeting when she’d arrived, she’d been sequestered in one of the guest rooms, having her own hair, nails, and horns seen to.

Just as Caleb began to seriously believe he might pass out, the tentacled man withdrew. “Perfecto,” he said, the gills on his neck flaring with pride. “Have a look, Mr. Holdstock.”

One of the creature’s tentacles held up a big mirror. Despite what he’d been through, Caleb had to admit—he did look pretty good. The crew of Wyrdworld News did good work.

He stood up, smoothing his suit jacket and tie. “That’s excellent,” he said, peering at himself in the mirror. He looked even more put together than he had for his last job interview, which was saying something. “Thanks.”

The man simply nodded.

“Where’s Imani?” Caleb asked. It was the question that had been on his mind all through makeup. “Is she ready yet?”

The man gestured with a tentacle. “In the living room. She should be preparing for your interview now. You may go whenever you wish.”

Caleb nodded. He headed for the door, stepping around several members of the sound crew who were running cables through the hallways of his home. Apparently hooking up an interview like this was one hell of a complicated project.

As he stepped into the living room, Caleb did a double-take. All the surfaces in the room had been polished to a mirror shine, and someone had stoked a Hallmark-movie worthy fire in his grandfather’s fireplace. Imani sat on the couch, her horns being tended to by her own makeup professional.

“Good evening, Mr. Holdstock,” she said as Caleb entered. “Thank you for welcoming me into your home.”

Caleb had become somewhat accustomed to frequent and exciting intimacy with the opposite sex. Yet the sight of the succubus sitting on his couch was nearly enough to make his heart skip a beat.

Imani wore a form fitting red dress that hugged her curves like a second skin, along with her trademark reporter’s jacket over top of it. The outfit seemed calculated to make her cleavage look as good as possible for the cameras. Her hair and makeup were on point, and she looked like the Wyrdworld’s version of a movie star.

The makeup artist was polishing her short horns. Evidently their presentation was important.

“We were just having a discussion about which of your women should be present during the interview,” Imani said. “It’s not a good idea to have them all in the background, or answering questions. We should have one or two with you to keep the focus tight, and to keep the audience from getting too jealous over your bounty.”

Considering that was the exact angle Belleteyn D’Amore was trying to play up, Caleb understood Imani’s logic completely.

“I agree,” he said, looking at the love seat where he’d be sitting. There was just enough room for him to have one woman on either side of him.

“I’m thinking Desdemona and Yui would be best, but I’d love to hear your thoughts,” the succubus said. “All of your women are so beautiful and telegenic, it’s hard to choose.”

Caleb smiled at the compliment. “Well, they’re both very different women,” he said, glancing at the back of the room. His whole harem was there, discussing the finer points of the interview while Lady Lachrymosa gestured at the script pages. “Desdemona is my advisor, and her service dates all the way back to my grandfather’s day. Yui, on the other hand, was my childhood friend and the first person I shared the Wyrdworld with. They each bring something unique to the table.”

“And the bedroom, I’m sure,” Imani said with a smirk.

Caleb couldn’t help but smirk back. “That too,” he said, thinking. “They’re both originally from Earth. Would that be a problem?”

Just then, the makeup artist finished her work. Imani stood up, stretching like a cat, and grinned at him.

“No—in fact, we’re thinking that would probably be best,” she said, looking over his suit jacket. She was clearly impressed with his outfit, even as she brushed an imaginary piece of dust from his shoulder. “You’re from Earth yourself, so it won’t feel to our more reactionary viewers like you’re taking away eligible bachelorettes from Hades.”

Feeling bold, Caleb put his hands on Imani's waist. "Am I, though?" he asked, his eyes boring into hers.

Again, he felt that incredible chemistry between himself and the succubus. It was like a lightning storm between their bodies, supercharging them both. He could tell that Imani wanted nothing more than to rip off her clothes and mount him on the couch, right then and there.

But the interview came first. Business, then pleasure.

“It depends,” she said, licking her lips.

“On what?”

“On what you do after this interview.”

Caleb smiled. “Good.”

Then he kissed her.

The kiss was as hot as it was unexpected. Caleb knew everyone in the room was watching, but he didn’t care. His women were cheering him on, and most of the crew would do little more than roll their eyes. Imani was a succubus, a gorgeous and magical woman in the prime of her life, and he was the most eligible bachelor in all of Hades. The fact that he was staking his claim to her here, now, in front of everyone, was an incredible rush.

Imani let out a little moan as Caleb’s tongue entered her mouth. His hands explored her body, squeezing her supple tits and her firm, round ass. Touching her there made her squirm against him, which he loved. He couldn’t believe how turned on she was.

For a moment, it seemed that they might really fuck right then and there. But then Imani broke the kiss, mastering herself with a visible effort. She looked disappointed at herself for doing it, but she’d never be able to square it with her supervisors at Wyrdworld News if the interview didn’t go off without a hitch.

“Mmm…” she said, her eyelashes fluttering. “We really need to get started.”

“Right,” Caleb said. “Should I take my place?”

Imani looked more than a little flustered by the kiss. She had one of her assistants guide Caleb to the love seat, where Desdemona and Yui were already waiting. Dez looked like she wanted to chide Caleb for jumping the gun, while Yui clearly wanted to give him a high five.

As he sat down, she did give him a high five. “Dude, that was fucking hot,” she whispered, tucking a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “How do you two make the sexiest couple I’ve ever seen?”

“Just lucky, I guess,” Caleb said, keeping his gaze away from Desdemona. He knew what she was going to say, and he didn’t want to hear it. “Are you all ready for this?”

“We’ve practiced our responses,” Desdemona said. “Are you ready? You seem rather keyed up after your canoodling with Miss Nox.”

A wry smile spread across her face.

Imani took her seat, crossing one leg over the other and hoisting her microphone. “Remember, this isn’t live,” she said reassuringly, looking from Caleb to his girls and back again. “If you screw up, or swear, we can always reshoot a question. And if you need to take a break—get some water, a snack, anything like that, just let me or one of the crew know. Okay?”

The lights felt pretty hot. The cameras were ready to roll.

“Sure,” Caleb said. “Let’s do this.”

The clapboard went clack. A crew member called a shot, and then Imani was introducing herself to the viewers. Caleb barely heard it—it was go time.

“I guess my first question for you, Mr. Holdstock,” the succubus said, “is how you discovered the Wyrdworld in the first place? Tell us everything, please.”

Caleb leaned forward, putting one hand on the knee of each of his women. They molded themselves around him perfectly, beaming at the camera like they’d been born to do it.

“Actually, it’s kind of a funny story,” Caleb said. “You see…”

After all the worrying about it, Imani’s interview turned out to be something of an anticlimax. It wasn’t just that she was a beautiful, lusty succubus—she also turned out to be a really damn good interviewer.

Before he knew what he was doing, Caleb was telling the whole story of his, Yui, and Eira’s journey, with clever quips and jokes from his girls along the way. Imani nodded along eagerly, her eyes telling Caleb that he was giving Wyrdworld News solid gold.

“There’s a question I’m sure many of our fans have been wondering,” Imani said once he was done. “Particularly our female fans.”

Caleb stiffened.

“Caleb,” Imani said in a teasing voice. “Can we see your staff?”

Caleb laughed. Yui and Dez did, too.

Soon he was showing Imani his vorlesen and explaining how he’d upgraded it in the Item World. The staff had a particular meaning to him, since it had come from his grandfather’s inheritance, while Yui and Dez made sure to get a little emotional and hold onto him when he talked about how much Gene Holdstock meant to him.

The fact that Caleb had only met Gene a handful of times in real life didn’t seem to matter so much. They were myth making here—turning both Caleb and his legacy into something larger than life. Soon, before he knew it, Caleb was telling Imani all kinds of things. About Yui’s accident, and his grandfather’s death, and the fight against Belleteyn D’Amore in the Item World.

At some point, Imani called a break. “This is going to be much more than a short interview,” she said, practically licking her lips. “I’m thinking Wyrdworld News will be able to turn this into a primetime special. Meet the Candidate, or something like that.”

“Is that fair?” Yui asked, wide-eyed. “To just give one candidate so much air time like that?”

“We’ll have to offer the same thing to the opposing camp,” Imani said with a smirk. “But somehow I doubt Belleteyn will take us up on it.”

As the crew changed out their tapes and made some adjustments to the lights, Imani took the opportunity to relax and get more casual with Caleb and his harem. One of the assistants passed her a flask of something dark, and she drank it down with gusto.

“You’re a much better interview subject than I was anticipating,” she admitted. “Not that I didn’t think this would be good. It’s just… you have quite the story, Caleb. You and all your women.”

He smiled and gave Yui’s thigh a squeeze. “I’d be nothing without my women, Imani. Nothing. If there’s anything I want the viewer to take away from this interview, it’s that.”

Imani tipped back her flask and swallowed, then pursed her lips. “This almost feels like an unburdening for you,” she said, thinking it over. “Like we meant to have a light puff piece, and instead we’re having an impromptu therapy session. Is there any direction in particular you want me to steer this conversation when we pick back up?”

Now it was Caleb’s turn to think things over. “We need to talk about the malkini,” he said, glancing at Desdemona for support. “I know it’s not the most popular thing with the voters, but it needs to be said.”

“You should tell them about Mitzi,” Yui said.

Caleb was taken aback. So was Imani.

“Who is Mitzi?” the succubus asked.

So Caleb had to explain. And as he did, he saw a knowing look enter the succubus’s eyes. By the time he finished telling her the story of how the catgirl maid had leapt from the window, practically running down the side of a building in her haste to join Belleteyn D’Amore’s legions, the succubus looked practically hungry. She knew she had something.

“This is brilliant,” Imani said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to tell that story to the viewers, exactly as you told it to me. And then…”

What happened next was that Caleb did exactly that. As soon as the interview picked back up, Imani asked about Caleb’s stance on the malkini. She made herself sound like the average Wyrdworld voter when she did it—like she supported the liberation of the catgirls in theory, but in practice was worried about men losing their harems and businesses losing their labor. She’d left the door open perfectly for Caleb’s retort.

“It’s interesting that you say that,” Caleb told the succubus. He could literally feel how turned on Imani was—her arousal was like a physical haze between them.

“How is it interesting?” Imani prompted.

She passed me the ball, Caleb thought. Now to put it in the net.

“When we talk about the malkini, I always think about my grandfather’s maid,” Caleb began. “She worked her for decades—her name was Mitzi, and right up until Belleteyn D’Amore ruined everything for so many people in the Wyrdworld, she was just about the happiest person I knew…”

The story flew from there. The nice part was that Caleb didn’t even have to lie—Mitzi truly had loved serving his grandfather and Caleb both. He told Imani all about the catgirl’s love and service while the camera winked at him, catching an enthusiastic young man and his two devoted harem girls.

It wasn’t until he got to the part about Belleteyn’s silver serpent statue that the mood became grave. “She ran,” he explained. “Just packed up and jumped out the window, because some woman who couldn’t handle losing a bounty decided to throw a tantrum that ruined the lives of so many people in the Wyrdworld.”

“And how did that make you feel?” Imani asked.

“Upset. Mitzi wasn’t just a servant—she was a member of the family. I know she doesn’t want this, any more than any catgirl serving Belleteyn D’Amore really wants to do her bidding. All of us”—he squeezed his girls’ thighs and sighed—“we just want our girl to come home. For all of them to come home.”

By personalizing the tragedy of M-Day, Caleb had just put himself in the shoes of every angry person in the Wyrdworld. He showed that he was like them, grieving the loss of his malkini. He made it okay to support his policies, by showing that not only did he care about the catgirls, he wanted them to thrive. In ways that didn’t threaten the established order of the Wyrdworld.

Of course, Caleb’s personal ideas surrounding the malkini were a bit more radical than that. But every person who’d lost their catgirl harem or their work force had recognized themselves in that sigh. In that plea to come home.

The interview wrapped up with a few more softball questions after that. They paused and reshot a couple of tiny sections where there’d been camera trouble or someone’s hair had been out of place, and then even the crew didn’t seem to have anything else to do.

“I think we’re all wrapped up,” Imani said, cracking her knuckles and relaxing. “Lloyd, do we have anything else to shoot?”

“No, ma’am,” the assistant said. “We’re good.”

Caleb and Imani exchanged a glance. There were promises untold in the succubus’s dark eyes.

“Excellent,” Imani said, rising from her chair. “Leave one of the handhelds behind, and everyone can head out.”

The assistant frowned behind his camera. “Ma’am?”

Imani grinned like a fox who just found out it had been put in charge of an entire henhouse. “I have a few follow-up questions for Mr. Holdstock—for Caleb. Just a quick one on one interview, a couple of things the network has been clamoring for. It won’t take long, and I’m certain Mr. Holdstock will be gracious enough to arrange for his driver to take me home after. Won’t you, sir?”

Caleb grinned. “Of course I will. It would be my pleasure.”

The crew shared some looks. It was clear from the way they acted that none of them believed Imani’s story about ‘follow up questions’ in the slightest, but they also weren’t going to rock the boat by pointing that out. Not when Imani was technically their superior.

In short order, the crew had their equipment packed up and were out of Caleb’s apartment. The speed with which they finished up was impressive, and soon there was no sign that the interviewers had ever been there besides the suspicious cleanliness of the living room.

And the succubus standing on his carpet.

As soon as they were alone, Caleb embraced Imani from behind. She tossed the camera she’d taken from her crew onto Caleb’s couch, forgetting it utterly—it was as useless as her excuses. She turned, looking up into his eyes, and pressed her stunning body against his.

“So,” Caleb said, brushing a lock of hair from her face. “You had some follow up questions?”

She giggled. “Just one. Will you fuck me?”

Grinning, he picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. The cheers and lewd jokes of his harem followed him all the way there.


Chapter 8

As soon as they entered the bedroom, Caleb tossed Imani onto the bed and shut the door behind them. This was the same room where he’d taken Lady Lachrymosa for the first time, and the view over the city was no less spectacular than it had been five nights ago. Caleb knew he could never get tired of having a woman for the first time in front of that amazing window.

“Wow,” Imani said, staring out at the skyline. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hades like this before. It’s truly beautiful.”

Caleb came up behind her and kissed her. He pushed her up against the wall, lifting her so their mouths met. She moaned against him, wrapping her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. He felt her kick off her heels, depositing them on the carpet as she dug her heels into him.

“I can’t take it any more,” Caleb said, running his fingers through her hair. “I’ve never been this fucking attracted to anyone before. You feel this too, right?”

“Mmm hmm. It’s like you’re a quarter, and every time I touch you I’m putting it right in a light socket…”

Caleb chuckled at the mental image. “Let’s get you out of these clothes.”

His hands roamed around Imani’s body, swiftly undressing her. As he suspected, her outfit for the interview had been at least partially designed for ease of access—she knew she’d want to get out of it in a hurry after she was done with work. He tore off her jacket and tossed it across the room, then worked the zipper on her back down with his teeth. Like Lady Lachrymosa, Imani wasn’t wearing a stitch beneath the dress—she had no need for underwear.

The fabric fell away from her body, leaving her naked before him. All she wore was jewelry—the tiny silver stud in her nose had two twins in her hard nipples. There was a sinuous tattoo of a snake just above her bare pussy.

“We,” Imani gasped, “are going to have so much fun together.”

Caleb grinned, then turned her around. His hand came down on her bare ass, hitting it hard enough to make it jiggle.

“Ah!” She arched her back, pushing her tits against the glass. Her short tail wiggled back and forth, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Yes, Caleb! Fuck! Harder!”

He complied eagerly. His hand slapped her other cheek, hitting it with an upward motion that made her booty jiggle. It looked so good that he could stare at it all day—but he had other plans for the stunning succubus.

Kissing her neck, he led her to the bed and sat her down on the edge. She looked a little confused, but she spread her legs all the same, eager to see where he was going with this. Her thighs were stained with dark juice, her demonic pussy boiling over with heat. He swore he could feel her heartbeat, the way Lady Lachrymosa felt his.

Undressing felt like it happened in the blink of an eye. One moment he was in his suit and tie, the next he was down to his gray boxers, the outline of his cock poking through the fabric. Imani licked her lips, her eyes widening as he hooked a thumb in the waistband and brought the elastic down beneath his balls. He was rock hard and throbbing, his prick going stiffer in the cool air of the bedroom.

“My my my,” Imani said, her eyes locked to his cock like it was her favorite treat. “You really have brought me a present, haven’t you, Caleb?”

He stared down into her eyes.

Then he knelt at the foot of the bed and began kissing Imani between her legs.

He left a trail of kisses along her inner thigh, seeking that sweetness where her honey dripped from her slit. But something was wrong. Her legs weren’t gripping him, weren’t pulling him in the way he expected. Instead, she was sitting up.

“What’s wrong?” Caleb asked, lifting his head. “I want to taste you—”

Imani put a hand on his chest. “No no no. That’s not what I want, and you know it.”

“Is that right?” he asked with a half-smile.

A wicked grin spread across Imani’s face. In that moment, she’d never looked more like a demon. “You already gave me what I really wanted when you were spanking my hot little ass raw. If you really want to turn me on, you should keep doing that!”

“You want me to be rough, huh?”

Imani nodded. “I’m a succubus. My sisters and I have always been treated in this way by your kind. I’m no different. I don’t want to be put on a pedestal and worshiped. I want to be in the gutter. I want you to use me. However you like. We succubi are gifted with being very clean in all the places you might want to bury yourself. So, do as you wish.”

With a naughty grin, Imani went face down and ass up on the bed. Her pert rear hung just over the foot of the mattress, showing off her tight pucker and her dripping slit. As Caleb watched, she idly spread her folds with two fingers, showing off her soft, silky interior.

“Believe me, I’ll tell you if it’s too much,” she whispered. “But it won’t be. The more you hurt me, the more I’ll like it. Come on, you felt that crazy energy between us and you thought it meant we should be slow and sweet?”

“No,” Caleb said, positioning his cock against Imani’s entrance. “I guess I didn’t.”

“Good. Because I need to get fucked—”

Caleb thrust forward, entering her roughly and to the hilt.

Her words broke off in a scream of pleasure as he bottomed out inside of her. He grabbed her hips with both hands, burying his prick inside of her as deep as it would go, and dug his fingers into the firm flesh of her ass.

He pounded into her with abandon.

The succubus let out long, low moans as she rode his cock, meeting him thrust for thrust. “Yes!” she whimpered. “Oh fuck, I needed this the second I saw you, Master!”

With his free hand, he grabbed her long hair and wrapped it around his fingers. He tugged it, using it as leverage to thrust even deeper. Tears sprang to her eyes as he pounded her, arching her back even more beautifully than before.

“That’s right,” the succubus gasped. “I’m yours, Master! I’m your little slut!”

He forced Imani’s face down into the mattress and slapped her ass hard, making her squeal with delight. He smacked her again and again, alternating cheeks as he thrust deep into her.

The succubus was right. The rougher he treated her, the more he hurt her, the more she liked it. He could feel her walls gripping him like a fist, milking his cock.

That crazy chemistry between them was even stronger than before. Caleb gave Imani’s ass one more hard spank, leaving an imprint of his fingers behind, then he grabbed her throat from behind with his free hand. He squeezed, choking her until she was gasping and sputtering.

Imani nodded frantically, tears streaming down her cheeks. “More!” she cried, just barely able to form the word. “Please!”

Caleb almost couldn’t believe how much she was enjoying this. Imani hadn’t been boasting—she really did go crazy for this kind of thing

He pushed her back down into the mattress, pinning her as he savaged her with hard, driving thrusts. His balls bounced against her thighs as he filled her, stretching her walls.

Above her slit, her pucker winked at him. Caleb suddenly felt like he’d gotten a telepathic command.

He held her tight as he lifted her from the mattress and carried her over to the window overlooking the city, her body squirming in his grip as she tried to get his cock back inside of her. Caleb wouldn’t let her, though—not yet.

He pinned her against the glass and wrapped his fingers around her throat. With his other hand, he forced her thighs open, spreading the cheeks of her round, heart-shaped ass.

He thrust into her one time, getting his cock slick with her juices. Then Caleb pulled out of her pussy and shoved his cock into her ass.

He cried out in bliss. Imani’s backdoor was tight and warm, and he could feel her muscles clenching around him as he bottomed out inside of her ass.

The succubus cried out in pain and pleasure. Her body trembled violently as he fucked her, her eyes rolling back in her head as she groaned and cried out unintelligible syllables. A trail of drool trickled from the corner of her mouth as she trembled, her walls clenching around him as tightly as a vise.

Her orgasm hit her like an explosion, shattering her psyche and making her scream like a banshee in his arms. Her body writhed and shook, her hips bucking wildly as she rode out the waves of ecstasy crashing through her.

As she came down from her peak, Caleb relaxed the fingers around her throat. Imani gasped, and for a moment he worried he might have gone too far. But there was a big smile on her face, and suddenly her hips were slamming against his like she was trying her best to break him in half.

“Fuck me!” Imani whimpered, reaching around and squeezing Caleb’s balls. “Stretch my ass, Master!”

Caleb groaned as he buried himself in her ass. He couldn’t believe how good it felt. The succubus was so tight and warm, her most forbidden channel fitting around his cock like a custom made glove. Her walls were so soft and silky that he had no chance of holding back much longer. The sounds of skin on skin filled the room, wet slapping sounds echoing through the apartments.

Caleb’s member throbbed and pulsed deep inside the succubus’s asshole. He wanted the feeling to last forever, but it was too much. He was going to come.

He buried himself deep one last time and let go. Fireworks exploded behind his eyes as he came, his cock jerking and spurting as he filled the succubus’s ass with his seed.

Caleb held himself deep inside of Imani until he was done. Then he pulled out, gasping, and collapsed onto the bed. He rolled onto his back and looked up at the ceiling as she plopped down next to him, panting heavily.

He glanced up at the succubus. Her eyes were glazed over, and her beautiful body was covered in sweat. She was still trembling slightly, one of her legs shaking like she was still trying to impale herself on him.

“That,” Imani whispered, “was amazing. I’ve never been fucked like that before.” Her voice sounded a little hoarse from the choking, but she was otherwise okay.

He ran his fingers over her ass. She winced a bit, then giggled.

“Glad you enjoyed it,” he said, closing his eyes.

Fingers closed around Caleb’s cock.

When he opened his eyes, Imani was stroking him back to full hardness. There was a mischievous smile on her face, and her free hand was between her thighs, covering her fingers in juices which she transferred to Caleb’s slick shaft.

“I’m not done with you yet, Master,” Imani said.

Fuck. Oh fuck, that felt amazing. Was this Heaven?

The succubus crawled to him, putting her lips against his ear. “I want you to fuck me again,” she whimpered, sounding needy and desperate. “I want you to fill my pussy with your cum, Master.”

Caleb groaned as she spoke, his cock throbbing in her hot little hand. He couldn’t believe how turned on he was, this quickly after shooting his load.

The succubus straddled his waist, guiding the crown of his cock to her slit. She was still soaking wet from their previous rough session, so she had no trouble taking his thick rod all the way to the hilt. She impaled herself on him slowly, letting him enjoy every inch of her tight channel on the way down.

Her tight pussy squeezed him as he bottomed out inside of her. He could feel her inner walls pulsing around him and knew he wouldn’t last long, but neither would she.

Imani began riding him, slowly at first but with increasing speed. Her hips rolled as she slammed them down on him again and again, his cock disappearing inside of her like a magic trick. Caleb gripped the sheets as she bounced up and down on him, fighting like hell to hold back his load.

It was a losing battle.

Imani grinned, leaning forward and thrusting her tits in his face. They bounced up and down, providing the perfect image to the soundtrack of Imani’s moans. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she rode him, her pleasure going right to the peak.

“Every woman belongs to you, Master!” Imani groaned, her voice on the precipice of an orgasm. “Fuck, you should have every girl in the Wyrdworld kneeling before you, begging to kiss your feet and suck your cock!”

Caleb sat up, grabbing Imani’s hips with both hands, and slammed himself inside her. The instant he did, he erupted like a goddamn volcano. More hot seed than he thought possible to create shot from his cock, flooding her and filling her to the brim.

Imani screamed in pleasure, her body convulsing as she came. The two of them hit their bliss together, the world going white with pleasure as Caleb finished draining his balls inside of her. By the time he was done, both of them were exhausted and spent. He had just enough energy to pull up the covers and pull her glorious body to his.

“That was beyond amazing,” Imani said as she curled up against him. “Fuck, that was so hot. I can’t believe you can talk dirty like that, Master.”

Caleb grinned. “You don’t have to keep calling me Master.”

“Yeah, but I want to. Just like you don’t really want to dominate and breed every woman in Hades, but it’s fun to hear all the gossip about it.” The succubus snuggled closer, kissing his chest. “You’re amazing. I’ve never felt this way about anybody before. We just have this connection.”

“So you’re in? Because I’m going to be honest with you, Imani. I can’t handle the thought of anybody else putting their hands on your gorgeous demon body.”

“I’m one-hundred-percent in. You’re Caleb Holdstock. I’d be an idiot to go anywhere else. I know you have so many women already, but I want to be one of them. Is that okay? Master?”

Caleb kissed the succubus on the forehead. They cuddled for a while, speaking of their hopes and dreams as they engaged in aftercare until they fell asleep in each other’s arms.


Chapter 9

The next few days unfolded with calm and order for Caleb and his harem—far too much calm and order, as it would turn out. The morning after his night of passion with Imani Nox, the reporter with Wyrdworld News brunched with his harem and formally asked their permission to join. They were only too happy to have her.

Two days later, Caleb’s interview hit the airwaves. The response was good, with Lady Lachyrmosa’s press team noting a particularly strong warming to Caleb thanks to his speech about his malkini maid and his desire to see her return home. The distance in the polls between himself and Belleteyn D’Amore wavered, shaking back and forth, then steadily began to grow again. Soon he had a ten point lead once more, and was comfortably favored to take his grandfather’s Senate seat.

The wind whipped through Caleb’s hair as Mare guided their taxi through the streets of Hades, winding between claustrophobic clusters of apartments and stores. This was the Greenwreath section of the city, where Eira had grown up. Most of the citizens appeared to be elves, though there were of course members of every fantasy race on the streets. Every now and then, Caleb even thought he spotted a fellow human.

“Any news on the Belleteyn front?” he asked.

Desdemona shook her head. “We’ve received no formal response to your offer of a debate. The press is starting to pick up on Belleteyn’s silence—her recent results in the polls don’t augur well.”

“No one in Hades likes a coward,” Eira said. “If Belleteyn won’t even agree to face the guy she’s running against on stage, what’s going to happen when someone really threatens the city?” She snorted. “Shit, I wouldn’t vote for her even if I wasn’t part of your crew, Caleb.”

The elf looked completely at home in her old stomping grounds, riding the taxi’s seat high with one arm over the side of the vehicle. Every now and then she’d wave at someone she knew, or nod to a group of young toughs as a gesture of respect. For Eira, this trip into the slums was a homecoming of sorts.

Caleb knew her feelings toward her hometown were complicated. In Hades she’d become ensnared in a web of debts and obligations, and ended up owing so much money to the vampires at Omega that there was little hope of her ever being able to pay it back. Her dream of bettering herself—of getting out of the slums and becoming a productive member of society—had been used against her, trapping her in the same ruthless way that a mousetrap came snapping down on a rat.

When Caleb met her, she’d been forced to use her magical talents for thievery. Omega used its leverage over her to command her to steal items from the human world—one of which was the Crafting tool his grandfather left him as part of his inheritance. He no longer felt a grudge over that: Eira had just been trying to make the best of a bad situation, and if it hadn’t been for her, he might never have discovered his grandfather’s portal to the Wyrdworld in the first place.

The slums of South Hades, on the other hand, did hold a grudge.

To the local crime lords, Eira was the one who got away: who managed against all odds to clear her debt with Omega and become a rich, powerful elf. There were those who whispered that it was all because of Caleb, that Eira essentially fucked her way out of debt and into her current position. When Caleb found out who was spreading those rumors, he’d sock their patient zero right in the mouth.

Eira was beautiful, clever, and deadly. No one in Hades was able to keep her down. Caleb was proud to have her as one of his girls.

His thoughts must have shown on his face. When he glanced over at Eira, he saw her grinning at him.

“You enjoying being home?” he asked her.

Eira’s eyes were alight with joy. Until he looked into them, he didn’t realize how this situation must look to her. These were the people she’d grown up with—the same ones who’d turned away from her when she’d needed help, who’d shown their true colors when their backs were against the wall. Now she was coming to them a conqueror, a hero of Hades. And she was here to do them a favor, to do for the people of the slums what they’d failed to do for her.

It was the fantasy of every person who ever felt the world owed them something it wasn’t handing over. And yet in this instance, it was true.

Eira’s grin was truly something to see. “More than you can possibly imagine.”

In an instant, she was in Caleb’s lap. Her hands went everywhere, and he gasped.

“If we weren’t so busy, I’d show you right here and now just how much I appreciate all this,” the elf said in a smoky contralto. “But it looks like we’re just about to arrive…”

Unfortunately for them both, Eira was right. The half-ruined bulk of the hospital loomed just ahead, the final stop on Caleb and his harem’s tour of the South Hades slums. They wouldn’t actually be performing a Crafting at the hospital today—merely announcing Caleb’s intent to do so. Yet the step was important for his reelection campaign, all the same.

The slums were strange to him, while being all too familiar at the same time. He’d lived near enough rough sections of cities in his time to recognize their primary features: makeshift structures of cardboard and scrap metal, trash piles on every corner, people in ragged clothing begging for scraps and coins. But there was a whole new level of strangeness to the affair when the people gathered around a trashcan fire or huddled beneath the canvas of a makeshift tent were not humans but elves, dwarves, goblins, and demons.

“I didn’t know poverty like this even existed in Hades,” Caleb said as they drove by.

“It wasn’t always like this.” Eira watched the people with more than cursory sympathy. For her, these people were practically family. “I still remember this place being respectable, back when I was a little girl.”

“What happened?”

Eira snorted. “The malkini, mostly. Do you have any idea what a massive free source of labor did to the job market in the Wyrdworld? Or the number an endless supply of sex and harems did on most families down here?”

“I had no idea.”

Eira’s eyes grew hard—hard in the way that only someone who had grown up hearing about a hardship, rather than experiencing it for themselves, could be. “It was a double whammy. So many women in the Greenwreath clan lost their jobs, then lost their husbands at practically the same time. Dark days for Hades.”

He could only imagine it.

“That was around the time they built the hospital.” Eira looked up at the crumbling edifice of the building, and a beam of light through one of the cracks illuminated her face like a spotlight. It lasted but a fleeting instant, then was gone. “The idea was that it would provide free medical care to the people around here, and then they wouldn’t have to worry so much about healthcare. All the small businesses around here would make much more money not having to cover their employee’s medical bills, and ordinary people could work for their own betterment.”

Caleb found himself spellbound by Eira’s story. When he glanced over in his seat, he saw that Yui was, too.

“What happened?” Yui asked, following Eira’s gaze. “Why is the hospital… like that?”

A rueful smirk spread across the elf’s face. “It was never finished,” she said, gesturing out at the ruined bulk of the structure. “They got halfway through construction, mostly using malkini labor. But catgirls aren’t good for much more than basic, menial tasks—and serving in harems, of course. The construction of the sections they worked on was shoddy, and needed to be replaced. And then the attacks started.”

Caleb waited for her to tell him more, but she remained silent. It fell to Yui to speak up. “Attacks?”

Eira nodded. “People… weren’t happy to see malkini in the neighborhood. And that’s putting it mildly. I’m getting all this second hand, of course, because I was way too young to remember any of this when it went down.”

“Understood,” Caleb said with a nod.

“It started with bricks and bottles,” Eira explained. “Piddly shit, really—the kind of incidents that could be written off as drunk people, or random disgruntled citizens. A few malkini ended up with black eyes or bumps on their heads, but no one really cared—least of all the catgirls themselves. But at night…”

The carriage turned a corner, heading to the loading bay at the hospital’s rear. In a better world, that bay would have been used for ambulances, taking the sick and injured of the slums where they could get magical medical care. Today, there was no one here save for the vans of the press. They’d come to film Caleb’s press conference announcing the Crafting, and to pepper him with prepared questions he already knew the answers to.

As he scrutinized the docking bay, Caleb pictured the scene. Nighttime here would have been terrifying even during construction—there were few lights that he could see, and those that did illuminate the structure had been added later. It would have been a dark world of concrete and rebar, filled with sleeping catgirls and maybe a solitary guard or two.

“They set a fire,” Eira said, as if she were reading Caleb’s mind. “Later, everybody blamed each other. Greenwreath said it was Blackveil, trying to undermine their control of the region, while our local elders blamed the malkini themselves.” She let out a harsh bark of a laugh at that. “As if the catgirls could plan anything on their own. Even with Belleteyn as their general, they’re barely able to move as a unit.”

Caleb nodded. “So that’s it, huh?”

“The great humanitarian work of the slums, left to rot,” Eira replied. “Until you came along, Caleb.”

Part of him wondered why his grandfather had never taken the place under his wing, worked to finish the construction and get it running. It would have been a huge boon to his already established legacy. But perhaps it was because that legacy was so established that he needn’t have bothered.

In the back of his head, a more sobering possibility occurred to Caleb:

He left this for ME to do.

If Gene Holdstock was anything, it was a planner. He’d set things up for Caleb, illuminated the path he’d walk upon that led to his destiny as a Crafter. Honestly, it was a little spooky how far out his grandfather’s plans ran. It reminded Caleb of that scientist from the Foundation books he’d read as a kid, who’d figured out societal crises that wouldn’t happen for hundreds of years and come up with solutions.

Or the bad guy from the Saw movies, he thought, swallowing hard. Hero or villain, Grandpa Gene. Which are you? You left these people to suffer in silence.

A small group of people had gathered at the entrance to the hospital. This event was nowhere near as large as the one where he’d announced his candidacy for the Celestial Senate, and there were only a handful of press outlets on hand to cover the thing. Most of the onlookers were just ordinary citizens of the slums, who’d come to see what all the fuss was about.

Caleb made a beeline for the woman he was looking for. Imani Nox stood conferring with her camera man, a large coffee from the Wyrdworld’s most ubiquitous chain held in her slender fingers. A cat-like smile spread across her face when she saw Caleb, and only a last-minute spark of self-control kept her from embracing him in full view of everyone.

“Good morning, Mr. Holdstock,” she said, her eyes glimmering with excitement. “Planning a big announcement for today?”

Everyone already knew what he was expected to announce, of course. Lady Lachrymosa had made absolutely sure that everything was prepared in advance—from his speech to the questions the reporters would ask. Imani was expected to flirt with Caleb during hers, to slowly prime the public for their future relationship.

Of course, that relationship already existed. And was a lot stronger than anyone would have expected.

“You’ll see,” Caleb said, giving the succubus a rakish grin. “Perhaps after this event, the two of us could catch up? There’s some follow-up information to that interview you did last week that Lady Lachrymosa and I would like to give you. Maybe we could even schedule another special.”

It was another night at his apartment—this time with some of his other harem girls involved. Her chest heaved with excitement, and her dark eyes shone with fiendish delight.

“I would be honored,” she said, extending a hand. “Thank you so much, sir.”

Caleb took the demoness’s offered hand and kissed the back of it. A few reporters let out surprised noises, and he knew the gossip columnists were going to have a field day.

As he kissed her, he let his tongue swirl quickly around her knuckle. Like a promise of what he could do with his mouth. Then he broke the kiss and winked.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Caleb said. “See you inside.”

He was whisked into the building by a pair of Lady Lachrymosa’s vampires, while his harem was guided to their seats. The auditorium where his announcement would commence had been intended as the hospital’s lobby, but had been converted for this morning into Caleb’s territory.

The vampire herself waited backstage, with Charity by her side. Alone from the rest of his harem, Lady Lachrymosa had arrived early to prep the event and ‘prime the pump’, as she was fond of saying. Caleb wished she would stay at his place more often, but he understood that she had a great deal of work to do.

“There you are,” Lady Lachrymosa said, smiling. Charity was blinking back and forth like a teleporting chicken with its head cut off, handling this and that emergency around the hospital. “I was beginning to worry you’d be late, darling. Have you heard the news?”

Her words piqued Caleb’s interest. “News? I’m going to be announcing a Crafting today, if that’s what you mean.” He cast a sideways glance in her and Charity’s direction. “You haven’t moved up the timetable on that, have you?”

Lady Lachrymosa shook her head. The shark-like, predatory smile he knew so well spread across her face—the look of a woman who’d smelled blood in the water.

“Belleteyn D’Amore has made a formal announcement.” She rubbed her hands together as she spoke, almost giddy with delight. “She has accepted the gauntlet you’ve thrown down, my love! She’s going to face us in the field!”

The air around Charity shimmered, solidifying as she reappeared. “She means Belleteyn is going to debate you,” she said wryly. “We’re setting up a time and a place as you speak.”

A debate! Caleb’s heart thrilled at the thought. This was what he’d been waiting for—a chance to show Hades and the Wyrdworld at large just how different he and Belleteyn D’Amore were.

Once they saw the comparison on a debate stage, he felt certain there was no chance the bounty hunter could beat him in the race for his grandfather’s Senate seat. Hell, he doubted Belleteyn could even make it through a full debate. She was so air headed since being corrupted by the malkini…

Lady Lachrymosa nodded, like she could see into his mind. “Yes, it’s good news indeed,” she crowed, showing her fangs. “But don’t get cocky, my darling. We still need to stick the landing.”

“I’m ready. Let me know as soon as we’ve got a venue and a time picked out.”

They promised they would. Then Caleb found himself being hustled on stage—it was time for him to speak.

The speech he’d prepared was mostly the same as the one he’d given during his announcement of his candidacy. The vampires had liked it, as had the citizens of Hades who’d heard it. They’d given it top marks, and so Charity and a couple of speechwriters had tempered it into a kind of stump speech—a collection of easy to remember anecdotes and ‘anchor lines’ for Caleb to repeat. It made for powerful stuff, though most of the audience that morning were members of the press who sipped coffee through the whole thing.

It felt good to practice, though. Caleb knew he needed to get better at public speaking; it was one of his weaknesses. If he was going to serve in the Celestial Senate, he’d need to be as comfortable talking in front of a crowd as he was to his own harem.

By the time he’d wrapped up the speech, there was a small line of reporters ready to pepper him with questions. One of Charity’s assistants had set up a microphone in the center aisle, and the whole thing reminded Caleb less of a press conference than the Q&A that usually happened at a science fiction and fantasy convention.

It made him feel less like a politician and more like a celebrity. Which he supposed was about the same thing, both back on Earth and in the Wyrdworld.

Imani was one of those who took her spot in line. She was near the back, and the wink she gave Caleb as she settled into her slot was anything but impartial and unbiased. Her hand twitched to her pouty mouth as if she’d blow him a kiss, then she thought better of it and stopped herself.

The first question was a prepared one about his stance on the malkini; Caleb had no problems answering it. He retold a portion of his story about Mitzi, retreading the same emotional beats that he’d hit during his announcement speech. They didn’t hit quite as hard with this crowd, but that was alright. Imani was nodding along by the end of the question, and there was even polite applause once he finished what he had to say.

Caleb cleared his throat and glanced down at the podium for a moment. Just a dozen or so questions to answer, and then he could get out of here. Soon Imani would be back at his place, ready for another round of hot, primal sex. This time, he decided he was going to get his whole harem in on the fun—

Caleb looked back up.

And found himself staring into the face of the Fae.

Alecto was in the crowd. Worse, the Fae woman was in line to ask him a question! How had she managed to slip into the event undetected?

Caleb faltered. The goblin man at the front of line continued his question, though Caleb’s ears didn’t hear it. He was busy trying to think of a way to signal to his harem that Alecto had arrived.

The Fae woman locked eyes with Caleb. Her face was impish and teasing, and a slow smile spread across her ageless face. She winked at him, then passed a hand over her features, transforming them into that of an ordinary elf.

The gauntlet had been thrown. Caleb could try and catch her, but it would mean disrupting the whole event. Even if he could explain what happened afterwards, it would make him look weak. He resolved to grin and bear it.

Besides, what question could Alecto even ask? He kind of wanted to know.

“I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” Caleb asked the goblin. He was ready now.

The goblin gratefully repeated his question. The crowd was looking a little confused, but maybe they figured Caleb just hadn’t had enough coffee yet.

The rest of the questions went smoothly. While he was answering them, Caleb kept making mental notes. Don’t thank the Fae woman. Don’t give her your name as part of the question. For God’s sake, don’t imply that you’re in debt to her in any way.

Then Alecto was at the microphone. Imani stood two slots behind her, grinning at Caleb, completely oblivious about what was happening. In the front row of the crowd, his harem watched him attentively, just as blind to the threat because the Fae currently looked like an elf.

Alecto leaned into the microphone. “Good morning,” she said, tapping her press badge. “Suzanne Delage, True Name Gazette. According to your opponent, Belleteyn D’Amore, the real aim of your campaign isn’t to enrich the lives of the Wyrdworld’s citizens, or even to sit your grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate—”

“Is that a question?” Caleb asked, forcing himself to sound amused. Polite laughter greeted him, and a few members of the press craned their necks, looking confused. This question wasn’t one of the prepared ones, and compared to an ordinary press conference it was almost shockingly hostile. The reporter’s snide tone did nothing to soften it.

“It is,” Alecto replied smoothly. “What do you have to say to the charge that your endgame is to turn all the women in the Wyrdworld into your playthings, and steal all the available females in Hades for your personal harem?”

Caleb nearly laughed. Relief flooded him. That was Alecto’s question?

He’d expected something difficult; something intended to trick him into giving her leverage over him or teasing out his true name. This was just muckraking.

“I say that’s utterly ridiculous,” Caleb replied, leaning with one elbow on the podium. “If anyone is taking all the available women away from Hades, it’s Belleteyn herself. She’s stolen the malkini from all of us, brainwashing them with her powers, and we just want them to come home—”

Alecto lifted a hand. “What about the sex tape where you admit to that goal in your own words?”

You could have heard a pin drop in the auditorium.

Ice water filled Caleb’s veins. “Sex tape? I’m not aware of any—”

“It’s been circulating on the internet for the last half hour,” Alecto said with an acid smile. “It features you and Miss Imani Nox, a reporter for the Wyrdworld News, and you say some things that seem to confirm the worst of Belleteyn’s suspicions.”

WHAT!? Caleb was thunderstruck.

“I’m not…” he trailed off. They had video of him and Imani?

The Fae had video of him having sex with Imani.

He tried to remember, wracking his brains. The mental image of the succubus filled his mind, her big tits bouncing up and down as she impaled herself on him. What had they been talking about? What the fuck had he said?

“I’ll ask a follow up question,” Alecto said, truly enjoying herself now. “Point blank, Mr. Holdstock—is Imani Nox secretly a member of your harem? And if she is—if you’ve added Wyrdworld News’s top reporter to your stable without telling anyone—doesn’t that both represent a major conflict of interest and give evidence to Belleteyn D’Amore’s claims? Claims that you want to steal every woman in Hades and make her your bitch—”

“That’s enough!”

The air shimmered next to Caleb. Lady Lachrymosa appeared on stage, her pale white hand covering his microphone.

“No more questions,” the vampiress said, her voice booming above the crowd. “I said no more questions!”

She grabbed Caleb and practically hauled him off the stage. In the front row, his harem rose to follow, worried looks on their faces as the audience began to freak out. Imani looked utterly broken.

The last thing Caleb saw as Lady Lachrymosa pushed him backstage was Alecto’s grinning, triumphant face.


Chapter 10

“How did this happen? How the everloving hell did she do this to us?”

Caleb stood backstage, in a small room off one of the hospital’s hallways. His harem gathered around him, pressed in like they wanted to protect him from the slings and arrows being directed at his campaign across the airwaves. God knew there were plenty of them.

All of them were clustered around a laptop on a table. It belonged to Charity, and was covered with stickers advertising her interests. But what really interested Caleb—interested him and made his blood turn to ice in his veins—was the video playing on the screen.

“Caleb Holdstock says he has the best interests of the Wyrdworld in mind,” a voiceover said like a thunderclap. “But what’s he really think?”

The angle of the shot showed a hidden camera view of Caleb’s bedroom. Whoever had placed the camera hadn’t got a great angle, for it only showed Caleb’s face and the back of Imani, but they were pretty much identifiable. There might have been some algorithmic tricks to increase the detail, but it was still clearly them.

But it wasn’t the images that were damning. It was the words.

“Every woman belongs to you, Master!” Imani groaned, her voice on the precipice of an orgasm. Remembering that night of passion filled Caleb with both pride and shame. “Fuck, you should have every girl in the Wyrdworld kneeling before you, begging to kiss your feet and suck your cock!”

“Good girl,” Caleb had grunted, thrusting deep into her. “All mine! Mine forever!”

He hadn’t actually said that part in response to Imani. They’d taken snippets from later and edited them together, making Caleb and Imani sound worse than they actually were. But he doubted most people who saw the commercial would make that distinction.

“We know who Caleb Holdstock is behind closed doors,” the same voice over boomed. “Can we really trust him in the Senate!?”

That was it. No campaign disclosure showing who’d paid for the ad. No bumper. Just a few more seconds of Caleb and Imani together. The last thing the viewer saw as the scene faded out was Caleb reaching up to grab Imani’s throat.

The implication was obvious. Caleb would do the same to your woman. To every woman in Hades.

He sighed through his nose. “Alright. So how did this happen?”

Yui spoke up. “It could have been Mitzi,” she said, looking around the group for confirmation. “I mean, she was the only person with the access to install a hidden camera like that. Belleteyn must have commanded her to do it…”

She trailed off. An even darker possibility occurred to Caleb. What if his grandfather had installed the camera?

Maybe he wanted to blackmail the people who stayed there, he thought. He’d definitely had the means, along with the opportunity.

Fortunately, Caleb didn’t have to follow that trail to where it led. Charity was already shaking her head, making it clear Yui’s train of thought was on the wrong track.

“We ran the information for every member of Wyrdworld News’s crew who arrived for the interview,” the vampire accountant explained. “Several of them turned out to have bogus credentials. We attempted to track them down and interrogate them, naturally, but they seem to have disappeared. Vanished off the face of the Wyrdworld.”

“So the Fae had agents in our home,” Caleb said. “The cameras—”

“Are already gone,” Lady Lachrymosa assured him. “Our security did a full sweep and removed them. In addition to the bedroom, the crew planted hidden listening devices in several other locations of the house. One was pointed at the shower, while another was aimed at the island in the center of the kitchen.”

Everyone grew quiet at that. The places where Alecto thought I’d have sex, Caleb realized. The bed, the shower, and a quickie in the kitchen. She knew she’d catch me with one of my girlfriends.

And eventually, she’d catch him saying something he shouldn’t. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to guess that. It was a near-certainty that the cameras would eventually pick up either him or his harem saying something they could twist to their advantage.

“That’s good.” Eira rubbed her arms, looking upset. “You’re sure it’s clean, Lady L? I’m not going to feel comfortable in that apartment for a long, long time either way.”

Lady Lachrymosa nodded. “You have my word. Now, as for this awful news—”

Her mouth snapped shut as a commotion filled the backstage area. Two of her guards were standing near the entrance to the backstage green room, trying to keep someone from entering. “No visitors,”one of them grunted.

“Please!” a feminine voice gasped. “I need to speak with Caleb!”

It was Imani Nox.

“Let her in,” Caleb said, pivoting on a heel.

The security guards didn’t like it, but they stepped aside to let the succubus through.

“Shit,” Yui whispered. “She looks like she’s been through hell.”

Tears streamed down Imani’s face, and her outfit was as rumpled as if she’d slept in it for several nights. Her hair and makeup were out of place, and she looked so frazzled that the contrast between the succubus and the proper, in control woman she became on Wyrdworld News shocked Caleb for a few moments.

Then he remembered that she was part of his harem. He embraced her as she reached him, holding her close and protectively.

“I am so sorry.” She buried her face in Caleb’s chest and wept anew, her shoulders shuddering with huge sobs as she held onto him. “Caleb, I’m so sorry! This is all my fault! I’ve ruined everything for you! Can you ever forgive me?”

Any worries Caleb might have had that his other companions could blame Imani for what had happened dissolved as their faces filled with sympathy. Imani was one of his harem, which meant she was part of the family. She couldn’t possibly have known that her dirty talk would be broadcast to the entire Wyrdworld.

“It’s alright,” Caleb said, stroking her hair. “I’m not mad at you, Imani. Shit, I’m angrier at myself than anything.”

She pulled back, tears still streaming down her face. “I got so carried away,” she said, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. “The connection I felt between us… it was just so incredible. I couldn’t control the shit that came out of my mouth, I swear! I never meant for the public to hear it!”

“Neither did I,” Caleb said, gritting his teeth. It hadn’t fully hit him until this moment that Imani Nox was a victim, as well. She’d been shown to the entire city in what was just about the most intimate moment a woman could have. She must have felt just as violated as Caleb. “I’m so sorry this happened to you, Imani. Are you alright?”

“Me? Oh, I’m alright. No one’s really surprised, I guess. Everyone knows succubi are total sluts for a dominant human, and you’re the most dominant man in all of Hades right now. Half the city already figured out that we were fucking.”

“I’m not upset about that, either.” His hand gripped her lower back, holding her close. “We had to pull that trigger eventually, so we might as well have done it in the most audacious way possible. At least you can be an official member of the harem now.”

“Yeah, I… I kinda need to be,” Imani said, glancing to the side.

“Oh no.” That was Desdemona, who had already figured things out. “Did they fire you, Imani?”

“Suspended,” Imani said, giving Dez a sheepish grin. “Officially the reason is for ‘deceiving Wyrdworld News’, but no one really cares that I’m having sex with Caleb Holdstock. This is about the sex tape, plain and simple.” Her lips formed a tight little line.

“No one had the right to distribute that,” Caleb said firmly. “When I find out who did that, Imani, they’re going to wish they never heard my name.”

“I’m just so upset that I’ve hurt your campaign. The reactions to that commercial online are out of this world. People are baying for blood.”

“Believe me, I’m well aware,” Lady Lachrymosa said coldly. “My people are managing that as best as we can. And on a more personal note, Miss Nox, I and my compatriots at Omega would be only too happy to offer you a position as a reporter for our organization if NN decides to terminate your contract.”

Imani’s brows rose. “Your organization? I wasn’t aware the vampires owned a news network.”

“Well, of course you wouldn’t,” Lady Lachrymosa said with that shark’s smile. “We pay a great deal of money for it, and we pay even more money to hide the fact that we pay a great deal of money for it. Do not worry about your employment, is all I’m saying.”

Imani thought it over, nodding. “I won’t. I think I might try harem life for a while, though. I’m thinking I’ve been a career woman for way too long. If you’re willing to… you know. Knock me up. Then I’m all for it.” The succubus nibbled her bottom lip, her nerves finally showing. “If you’re interested, that is?”

Caleb looked at the succubus, his heart pounding in his chest. Then he glanced at the other women in his harem, taking their temperature.

Lady Lachrymosa clearly thought it was a good idea, but didn’t personally care one way or the other. So did Desdemona. Eira and Yui…

Well, both of them were looking at the succubus like seeing her with a big baby bump was the sexiest thing they’d ever thought of. Yui even had a hand on her own stomach, like she was preparing to beg Caleb to breed her next.

“Actually, that sounds pretty good.” He hadn’t known Imani very long, but their feelings for each other were true and strong. Not only that, but starting a family with a Wyrdworld-native could do wonders for his acceptance among the populace. For any other man, it would throw a massive wrench in the works, but he had more than enough women at home to take care of both a pregnant mother and the eventual newborn baby.

Caleb glanced at the members of his harem. “If everyone else is okay with it, I mean?”

“Fuck yeah!” Eira said. “Let’s make some babies!”

“A pregnancy announcement might do some work to sway public opinion,” Desdemona mused.

Caleb nodded. “That’s what I was thinking, yeah. They’ll likely think I’m more of a permanent fixture in the Wyrdworld if I have a baby with someone from here.”

“Not only that,” Dez continued, “but harems typically pause, or at least slow down, when members of the group have recently given birth. Transferring from ‘hunter’ mode to ‘patriarch’ might mollify some of the critics who believe—falsely, of course—that you plan to take all the women of Hades for yourself.”

“This is good,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Right now, emotions are high, and the number of people online crowing about how they were right about Caleb Holdstock is at high tide. But once things cool down, I believe people will begin to realize this tape is nowhere near as damning as it appears.”

“How so?” Caleb asked.

“For one thing, this video depicts two people in the throes of passion. For another, have you noticed that Caleb actually says very little in the course of that ad?”

“It was all grunts,” I said. “And me agreeing with Imani.”

Lady Lachrymosa was already nodding. “If the video showed you outlining this scenario, with Imani as a passive participant, things would be far worse. But what it does show is you merely agreeing with a woman on the verge of orgasm. Few men would stop sex in the middle of such a moment to correct her, would they not?”

The pieces were snapping together in Caleb’s head. He didn’t much like the picture they made.

“I’m not throwing Imani under the bus,” he said, shaking his head. “No. Two wrongs don’t make a right.”

“I’m not saying we throw her under the bus,” Lady Lachrymosa repeated calmly. “I’m saying Imani makes a brief apology, saying what people will have already begun to realize by then. That she got carried away—that she may have even been repeating what she heard from Belleteyn’s ads, as a way to ‘gas Caleb up’, so to speak. We’ll turn it into an act of mockery, and blunt the worst of the attack.”

“Caleb.” Imani squeezed his hand. “I know it’s tearing you up, but you’ve got to let me do this.”

Caleb grimaced. “You shouldn’t have to.”

“I know, but it’ll be good for the campaign. Plus, Lady Lachrymosa is right. You didn’t come up with that scenario—I did. I was the one getting off on it. I should take the blame.”

“Right now, we should let this blow over,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “For the moment, we don’t change our tactics. We focus on the fist and the glove. We attack Belleteyn’s character, while making Caleb look as good as possible before the debates.” That predatory smile showed on the vampire’s face. “And when you do get on stage with that bitch, Caleb, you obliterate her.”

On that, she and Caleb were in perfect agreement. “Alright.”

Just then, Charity came up flanked by several security personnel. “We’ve cleared a path for Mr. Holdstock,. We’re ready to escort him and his harem back to their apartments.”

Caleb gave a little start. “Escort? Do you really think that’s necessary?”

The look Charity gave him told him everything he needed to know. “Believe me, with the way the streets are right now, it’s best that you have vampires backing you up. And you should expect to remain in your home for the next few days, until Omega can blunt the worst of the propaganda.”

“That bad?” Yui asked. “You’re saying it’s not safe for us on the streets?”

“We will keep you safe,” Charity promised. “Right now, we should get a move on. There’s always the possibility Belleteyn or the Fae are planning some other nasty surprise for Caleb…”


Chapter 11

As Caleb left the hospital, he found that he was feeling good despite everything. Even though the release of his ‘sex tape’ with Imani Nox had impacted his reputation, he felt certain he could repair the damage. With the possibility of starting a family with the beautiful succubus at the forefront of his mind, he even managed to convince himself the future looked bright.

Mare waited for them in the parking lot, a worried expression on her face. Several vampires in suits waited by the carriage, earpieces in their pale ears. “Get in,” the demoness said, gesturing at the interior of the taxi. “And hang on. This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

There was no question of having the top up. Caleb climbed inside, closing the curtains. His entire harem accompanied him, with the exception of Lady Lachrymosa—she had business with Omega to take care of. She had explained that this was an all hands on deck situation for their PR department, and she’d be on the frontlines trying to minimize the damage.

Despite all of the warnings, Caleb managed to hold onto his good cheer until they pulled onto the main thoroughfare separating South Hades with the north side. Until then, the streets had been almost deserted—they’d seen a person or two out on the pavement, waving signs or yelling angrily at the taxi, but Caleb had managed to force his feelings down when he looked at them.

Then he saw where they were headed, and everything changed.

The streets were packed. No cars were on the road, which was the only silver lining—people stood shoulder to shoulder in the middle of the asphalt, roaring and carrying signs. Some of them shouted into bullhorns, whipping up the crowd.

“Down with Holdstock!” someone was shouting. It took Caleb a moment to realize a whole lot of someone’s were shouting it.

“Pointed God,” Eira whispered. “It’s a whole fucking protest.”

It was. And the carriage was heading straight toward it.

“This has to be something the Fae did.” Yui sounded like she was trying to convince herself—like she couldn’t believe what she was looking at was real. Caleb himself prayed that it was some kind of clever illusion. “Alecto’s behind this. All these people wouldn’t really take to the streets just because Imani and you said some nasty shit in the bedroom, would they?”

“You have to realize,” Desdemona whispered gravely, “what the situation is like in the Wyrdworld right now. People are tired of being pushed around and put down. They’ve lost their free labor, their harems—their entire way of being. They’re pissed. And Belleteyn just gave them a scapegoat to take everything out on—”

As Desdemona was speaking, someone in the crowd turned and saw the carriage. Caleb’s heart skipped a beat.

“There he is!” an oversized demon shouted. The creature was bare-chested, with two massive tusks erupting like volcanos from his jaw. “The bastard who wants to take everything from us!”

“Get him!” someone else screamed. “Break that son of a bitch!”

The crowd began to roar. Someone threw an empty bottle, and it hit the side of the carriage and broke with a great crash. Yui screamed, clutching Caleb in fear, her eyes wide as she stared out the window.

The vampires surrounding them fanned out, forming a wedge directly in front of the carriage. “Please disperse!” one of them cried, their voice amplified by a little of Lady Lachrymosa’s magic. “If you do not move to allow access to traffic, you will be in violation of Wyrdworld law…”

Caleb didn’t hear the rest. The crowd’s dull roar became sharp, and more items flew at the carriage. A lot of items.

Mare turned around in her seat. In front of her chair, a shield of glowing energy snapped into place, shimmering in the air an instant before a piece of rotten fruit would have landed in her lap.

“I’m going to go ahead and close this window,” the demoness said, her voice as taut as the skin of a drum. “You hang tight in there! We’ll have you home in a jiffy!”

Before Caleb could protest that he wanted to see, the demoness slammed the window closed. Caleb and his harem were left in the darkness of the taxi.

“Fuck this,” Eira said, going to the curtain. “I’ve got to see—”

A hand came down on the elf’s shoulder. Desdemona’s.

“Don’t,” she warned. “Stay here.”

Eira’s face twisted. “Those are my people out there,” she said, her voice growing thick with emotion. “Greenwreath people! If they’re being whipped up into a frenzy by some fucking Fae, I’m not just going to stand back and let it happen!”

She reached for the curtain again, and Desdemona gripped her wrist. This time the human woman’s fingers were as tight as iron bands, and her voice as cold as an Arctic blast.

“You don’t understand,” she hissed, forcing Eira back into her seat. The elf sat down, flummoxed. “Right now, the only thing keeping that crowd from venting the full force of their anger on the carriage is the thought that maybe Caleb isn’t inside of it. That this is just a decoy, meant to incite the people’s rage while he and his harem slip away. If they see you, and see that the entire harem and Caleb are in this taxi…”

Desdemona trailed off. No one wanted to speak. But Caleb had to.

“Then what?” he asked.

Dez swallowed hard. “Then we’ll have to fight our way out of here. And I doubt we’ll be able to do it without casualties. Greenwreath casualties.”

Eira looked like she was going to be sick.

The carriage continued down the street. Something large thumped into the side, and Caleb could hear yelling. More bottles and what sounded like bricks rained down on the taxi, pelting it to the point that Desdemona looked worried about the vehicle holding together. Caleb hoped Mare was okay.

The worst part was the chanting. The crowd sounded as if they were in a frenzy, screaming obscenities about him and his harem. Cries of down with Holdstock were common; many of them involved epithets that couldn’t have been repeated on the Wyrdworld’s television.

And the worst of these were directed at Caleb’s girlfriends.

They didn’t want to hear it, but they all did. People screamed that Eira was a whore, a traitor who’d chosen human dick over her own people. Someone led a chant claiming that Caleb was a grandmother-fucker: that Desdemona hadn’t been Gene Holdstock’s assistant but his breed-sow, and that Caleb was her child’s child. That one didn’t even make any sense, but the crowd didn’t care.

The faces of Caleb’s companions turned to stone. They were strong, because they were his, but it wasn’t more than a block or two before they began to sob. Soon Yui and Eira were in each other’s arms, shuddering at the onslaught of hate.

Caleb felt like his organs had been turned to ashes. How could this be happening? How could things have gone so wrong so quickly?

There was a darkness here. He knew that now. He’d allowed himself to believe the Wyrdworld was essentially friendly—that it was a sexy, fun mirror to the world he’d come from and knew so well. But there was anger here. True rage.

And when the people of Hades were roused, they were little more than beasts.

“None of it means anything,” Desdemona whispered. “It’s just madness. Inchoate rage trying to find an outlet.”

Maybe. But Caleb knew his girlfriends would never forget what they’d heard today. There would always be a distance between themselves and the people of Hades now—a distance that no amount of goodwill or apologies from the city would ever erase.

The crowd only died down once the carriage neared their apartment. Once it was safe enough for Mare to open the compartment between the taxi and the driver’s seat, Caleb understood why—Lady Lachrymosa had set up a cordon. There were vampires in black tactical gear standing at a checkpoint a block away from his home, keeping the masses at bay.

“We’re here.” A vampire had seated herself up front with Mare, and appeared to be maintaining the shield that had protected the driver from the crowd. Unmentionable stains sizzled against the aura of magic, dissolving as the vehicle pulled up in front of Caleb’s home. “You should remain indoors for now, Mr. Holdstock. Until—”

“Until you can restore order,” Caleb said, feeling like he had rocks in his gut. “Thank you.”

Later, he wouldn’t even be able to remember the journey back to the condo. It seemed as if one moment he was stepping from the carriage, sheltering his girls, and in the next he was walking through his front door.

Caleb stared into his living room, imagining the members of the counterfeit crew installing their cameras.

All the pictures that hung on the walls seemed to mock him. His grandfather, Gene Holdstock, stared down impassively, as if he were disappointed in his grandson.

When he came back to himself, Caleb was standing in front of Gene’s largest portrait—the stately one over the fireplace. He realized he’d been screaming at it for some time. Whatever words he’d been saying were gone, like a bad dream.

His women clung to him, sobbing. All of them.

“I’m okay now,” Caleb said. He didn’t sound okay—he sounded like a man holding onto his sanity by his fingertip. “Let go of me, please.”

His women released their hold on him. All of them watched him with trepidation as he walked away.

When he reached his bedroom, he realized that the bed hadn’t been made. The sheets were still thrown about, kicked off the mattress during his sexual escapades with Imani Nox. The same sex that had damned him so utterly.

Caleb stared at the bed. Waves of darkness filled his vision. How was he supposed to come back from this?

He’d lost everything. His campaign, the love of the people of Hades.

For a long moment, Caleb held his head in his hands. Tears beaded at the corners of his eyes, but he did not let them fall. He sensed that if he began crying now, he would never, ever stop.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he opened his eyes. And saw the messy, unmade bed.

“Fuck it,” Caleb whispered. “It’s a start.”

He made the bed. He couldn’t fix the world—he couldn’t even begin to repair the damage that the Fae and Belleteyn D’Amore had done. But he could do one small thing to set the world righter than it had been before.

And that one small thing made him feel ever so slightly better than he had before. Like he said, it was a start.

Once the blankets were set and tucked in and the pillows where they were supposed to be, Caleb sat down at the foot of the bed and looked out over Hades. He thought about everything his grandfather had been through, every dark night of the soul he’d ever weathered during his time in the Celestial Senate. And wondered where he’d find the strength to do the same.

Grandpa, Caleb thought, lowering his head. I don’t know where you are right now, or if you’re anywhere at all. I have no idea if you can hear me. If you even can, I don’t know that you’d want to acknowledge me or help me. But if you can, please—please give me the strength to deal with this bullshit. The rumors, the sneak attacks. Help me to be the man I need to be. For Hades, and for my women.

He was silent for a time after that. There was nothing in his head at all; he felt almost like a man in the middle of a deep session of meditation. This feeling was only broken by a small knock on the door.

He gathered up his strength and sat up a bit straighter. “Come in.” There was no trace of strain in his voice—he’d mastered himself, despite the stress and strife.

Yui entered, giving the bedroom a surprised once-over. “You cleaned.”

“Yeah, the place was looking a little rough,” Caleb said, managing to smile. “I can’t very well plan to take every woman in Hades away from their men with a messy bedroom, can I?”

He’d meant it as a joke, and he’d expected Yui to laugh. Instead, Yui looked grave. She was skittish and unfocused, glancing around the room like she expected things to be different, and instantly Caleb knew something was wrong.

Was it just the crowd? Or was this something else entirely?

“What’s going on?” He rose from the mattress. “What’s happened now?”

Yui’s mouth worked soundlessly for a long moment. “It’s not something that happened now,” she said, looking like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “I… I knew something was different for a while, but I didn’t want to say anything. You’ve already got so much on your plate, and everyone is so busy…”

Instantly, Caleb’s gaze flickered to her legs. The fear filled him—that the magic the Wyrdworld had done to heal her injuries was only temporary. That perhaps as his mandate was withdrawn, the land behind the door in his grandfather’s basement would withdraw its protection from Yui, putting her back in her wheelchair.

Then he glanced up at her eyes, and knew it wasn’t that.

“You’ve been different lately,” he realized. “What’s up?”

Yui reached into her pocket and pulled something out, then handed it to him with shaking hands. The plastic stick had the markings of a Wyrdworld company on it, but things weren’t so different here that he didn’t know what two lines versus one meant. Or what it meant for Yui.

His heart skipped a beat.

“Caleb,” Yui whispered. “I’m pregnant.”


Chapter 12

“Pregnant?”

Caleb stared at Yui in disbelief. His eyes flickered to the test in his hand, then back up to her face, as if something would have changed in the interim. As if this were all some kind of prank—for that’s the way it felt. Too good to be true, literally.

Yui’s lips peeled back over her teeth, her expression awkward. “I know, the timing couldn’t possibly be worse,” she said, shaking her head back and forth. “I’m so sorry to spring this on you now, with everything else that’s going on—”

It was as far as she got.

Caleb grabbed Yui and swept her up in his arms, drawing her tight. He embraced her, burying his face in her shoulder as the pregnancy test fell to the carpet. One thought above all others filled his head, bringing with it a wave of bliss so intense that tears sprang anew to his eyes.

“You mean it?” he asked, kissing her on both cheeks. “You swear this isn’t a prank? I’m going to be a dad?”

Yui’s face formed a perfect little ‘o’ of disbelief. “I… yes,” she said, her worries turning to excitement. “I’m pregnant, Caleb! You’re going to be a father!”

He could not contain his joy. He lifted her until her head nearly touched the ceiling, then kissed her as hard as he could. He felt her body melt beneath his, her passion ignited like a roaring flame by the proximity with her man.

“This is wonderful. I can’t believe it! We’re going to be a family—you’re going to have my kid! I’m gonna be a dad!”

The thought of it was bliss. There was a time in Caleb’s life—a time that wasn’t really all that long ago—when the thought of parenthood would have engendered nothing within him save for a raw wave of panic. Now, with his harem and his newfound empire, it felt like the next logical step. Like the culmination of everything he wanted. Like the way he would become complete.

“If I’d known you’d be this excited, I would’ve come running right away!” Yui’s fingers dug into his shoulders, her face filled with love and devotion as she saw the way he lit up at the news. “You’re really excited?”

Excited? That was putting it mildly.

“I never thought this would be possible,” he said, putting a hand on her lower back. “With the accident, I… it just seemed like it was never in the cards. Not for you, and not for me.”

“It’s the Wyrdworld,” Yui said, holding onto him. Now that she’d confirmed how happy he was, she was laughing—laughing uncontrollably, like all the tension she’d been carrying within herself had finally been released. “It changed everything for us! It brought us together, and it gave us this amazing life! I’m so happy I have you, and that I get to share you with all these incredible women!”

“Wow,” Caleb said, still grinning. “I can’t believe this happened so quickly.”

“I think maybe I got pregnant the very first time we had sex.”

He thought back to that truly amazing night. The two of them had been high off their discovery of the Wyrdworld, and of the adventures that were certain to come. Yui had finally—finally!—been able to wrap her legs around Caleb, her injuries healed by the power of the Wyrdworld and her Fae blood.

Even now, after so many incredible experiences, that night remained in Caleb’s mind as one of the most important of his entire life.

“Have you told the rest of the girls about this yet?” he asked her.

Her gaze flickered, just for a moment, to the bedroom door—and Caleb noticed that it was open a crack. Several people stood on the other side, eavesdropping on their entire conversation.

“Kinda?” Yui asked.

Caleb laughed under his breath. “You all might as well come in,” he told the people outside. “The cat’s already out of the bag now.”

The door slammed open. Eira, Desdemona, Imani and—to Caleb’s surprise—Mare and Charity entered the bedroom, practically falling all over each other. Eira and Imani were in Caleb’s arms before he could say a word, and Desdemona looked about as proud as she ever had before. The other two women watched from the doorway, practically giggling with glee at the news.

“I already let Lady Lachrymosa know,” Charity explained. “She regrets that she cannot be with you at this happy occasion, Caleb, but she wants you to know that she’s extremely pleased at the expansion of your family. It is her fervent wish that all members of your harem who can get pregnant do so at the first opportunity.”

“That’s great,” said as he accepted the embraces of his girlfriends. “I’m glad she knows.”

In fact, as Caleb looked around, he felt his mental perspectives beginning to shift. In a young man’s life, there’s nothing that can restructure their thinking other than the possibility of becoming a father—and for Caleb, the reality of it was hitting him all at once.

His family was what was important. Everything else was small potatoes. Why was he bothering to get upset about sex tapes, or political ads, or any other bullshit that Belleteyn D’Amore could put in his way? Those things were important, of course they were, but this was his legacy. His family.

This was what truly mattered.

Soon all of them were back in the living room, toasting the wonderful announcement.

“I’m so happy for you,” Imani said, lifting her glass. “This is wonderful news!”

“We all needed it,” Desdemona agreed. “I’m sure Omega is looking forward to announcing this, aren’t they, Charity?”

Like Yui, the blonde vampire wasn’t drinking along with the rest of them. They had no blood on tap. She held a glass, just to be polite, but it had nothing inside.

“I’m certain that right now, there are no fewer than a half-dozen marketeers in Omega planning when to announce the birth,” she said with a wry smile. “We’ll need all the goodwill we can muster, after this terrible incident with the break in. Rest assured, we’re trying our damndest to get that video scrubbed from the Wyrdworld’s internet right now. It was recorded illegally, and Belleteyn distributing it ought to be considered a crime—”

Caleb lifted a hand. “I don’t care about any of that. Not anymore.”

His women stared. None of them stared harder than Desdemona.

“Caleb,” Dez said thickly. “Whatever do you mean?”

He glanced over at Yui. Just looking at Yui and her happiness filled him with masculine joy. How had he ever allowed himself to despair? There was so much beauty in the world, so much promise. He had things and people to protect, so there was no time to sit around and feel sorry for himself. Especially when the slings and arrows Belleteyn D’Amore loosed from her camp were so weak, and felt so little by him.

“This fist and glove stuff,” he said, gathering his thoughts as he spoke. “I want to stop doing it. I’m not going to attack Belleteyn any longer. I don’t need to.”

You would have thought he had just announced his intention to drop out of the race, move to a forest somewhere, and become a monk. His companions were suddenly out of their seats, all talking at once, while Charity looked thunderstruck and panicked. Dimly, he wondered if she was thinking about calling her mistress in to talk some sense into him.

“Caleb,” Desdemona said. “I know you’ve had a very trying day. But there’s no reason to throw in the towel, sweetheart. We can come back from this.”

Caleb laughed. “Of course we can. I’m not giving up. Far from it. I’m just not playing Belleteyn’s shitty game any longer. Or Alecto’s.” A thought struck him, and a grin spread across his face. “Imani.”

The reporter was already up out of her seat. “Yes?”

“Could you grab my laptop? And a camera. Fuck waiting for Omega—I’m going to take care of this myself.”

With a smile, the succubus headed out to do just that, ignoring the confused looks on both Desdemona and Charity’s faces. The rest of the women in the room were somewhere between amused and intrigued, with Eira and Yui falling on the opposite ends of the spectrum.

“Babe?” Yui’s hand came down on top of his. “What are you planning? You look so excited!”

“We’re going to take a couple of pictures,” he said, gesturing at Mare. “As long as my driver doesn’t mind snapping the shots.”

Mare grinned. “Not at all.”

Charity began to rise. “I think we should inform Lady Lachrymosa about this. Before we do anything hasty, we should bring my Mistress into the fold. I doubt she’d be pleased if you did this without her approval.”

“I think she’ll be okay with me taking a little initiative,” Caleb said.

Imani came back into the room, a digital camera and Caleb’s laptop in her hands. “Here you go. Want everyone gathered around you for the shots?”

“I do,” Caleb replied.

He snatched up Yui and pulled her into his lap, wrapping his arm just beneath her stomach. She melted against him, then turned to the side and kissed him on the lips.

“Everybody get over here,” he said as he broke the kiss. “I want Hades to see the real us.”

As his women gathered around on the couch, Caleb mused that this was the flipside of Belleteyn’s attack. She was showing the residents of the city the dirty, filthy side of Caleb’s domination over his women. While he decided to show them the result of that domination, instead.

A happy, smiling family. Who nobody could really hate, not once they learned about Yui’s announcement.

“I still don’t understand this,” Charity said as Mare began to snap photos. The vampire had a strange smile on her face, like she was almost giddy. She’d never had anyone contradict her Mistress in such a manner, and the novelty was as intoxicating as Caleb’s drinks. “You’re going to announce your harem girl’s pregnancy right now?”

“I am,” Caleb said between pictures. “Because that’s when I’m finding out about it. There’s not going to be any more falsehood, Charity. No more artifice. And from this point on, I want you and your vampires to stop attacking Belleteyn.”

Charity looked as if she’d swallowed a railroad tie. Her hand went to her chest, like Caleb had just tried to toss a stake through it. “My Mistress won’t be pleased.”

He smiled for one more picture, wrapping his free hand around Imani and groping her as the camera flashed. She let out a cry of delight and made the cutest facial expression when he did it, while Eira rolled her eyes.

“Your Mistress will get over it,” Caleb said, taking the camera back from Mare. He was already hooking it into the laptop, getting ready to transfer the photos and edit them. The post he was planning to make waited half-formed in the back of his mind. “From now on, I’m going to let my actions speak louder than my words. Once Hades sees what I’m planning to do for this community, and what Belleteyn hasn’t done, they’ll be able to make the right choice.”

And with his companions surrounding him like a warm blanket, Caleb began planning the announcement of his first child.


Chapter 13

Things did not blow over the way Lady Lachyrmosa insisted they would. But they weren’t as bad as Caleb feared, either.

His reputation took a big hit. The polls taken by the Wyrdworld’s political organizations in the wake of his ‘sex tape’ were dire—they showed Belleteyn with a commanding lead, and Caleb’s favorables in the toilet. Which was of course exactly what the bounty hunter wanted. She’d planted a seed of doubt in the minds of the average Hades citizen, getting them to question whether Caleb Holdstock wanted to enrich their lives or take everything away from them.

Then the birth announcement hit. It appeared simultaneously on the campaign’s pages and on Caleb’s social media accounts—which was a surprise to him, as he hadn’t realized he had social media accounts. Apparently Omega had set them up for him, using them as a method of promotion.

“Everyone who’s anyone has one,” Lady Lachyrmosa had explained once she’d showed back up at the apartment. “Yours is extremely popular. Just have a look at your DMs…”

Caleb did. He’d never seen so many gorgeous women sending naked pictures of themselves in all his life. He even felt a little tempted to message a few of them, but the vampiress managed to convince him that would be a bad idea. Hooking up with women he met at events and felt a physical connection with was one thing—responding to thirst traps was quite another.

“It will reduce your status in the eyes of the Wyrdworld if it gets out,” Lady Lachrymosa had explained. “And I wouldn’t put it past the Fae to have sent a few of these messages as well. Doubtless their responses to you would be peppered with requests for admiration and thanks, which would tie you to them and fill you with obligation.”

Caleb hadn’t even considered that. What depths would Alecto not stoop to? He wondered if any of the sexy photos he’d been sent were of the Fae woman herself, glamored up to hide her true face. He wouldn’t put it past her—from the little he knew of the beautiful, vicious Fae, it sounded like the kind of thing she’d do. Using her own body as bait sounded right up Alecto’s alley.

There were plenty of sarcastic responses to the announcement, of course. People criticized the timing, insinuating it was a PR stunt. There were even a few people in the Wyrdworld’s darkest corners who insisted Yui wasn’t pregnant at all, but they thankfully fell to the wayside when Lady Lachrymosa ‘leaked’ an official test from one of the city’s hospitals confirming it.

Caleb and his companions shut their ears to the bullshit. For a few days a week, he stayed at home the way Lady Lachrymosa and the other vampires had insisted he do. With little to occupy him other than his harem, he began doing something he’d never thought to do since coming to the Wyrdworld—he began to share his life with the city.

Pictures. Videos. None of them were feigned, none of them were ever re-shot a second time or staged to look as good as possible. These were little vignettes into Caleb’s life.

They blew the fuck up. Several of his videos were clearly shot in bed, in the aftermath of lovemaking with one or more of his beauties. While his girls never showed too much skin on video, their natural gorgeousness shone through even in leggings and oversized t-shirts.

His most popular video turned out to just be one of Imani laying on him immediately after sex, both of them musing about the future and who in the harem would get pregnant next. Lady Lachrymosa seized on this as proof that the succubus reporter was still incredibly popular.

After a week, the polls once again began to close. Within ten days, Caleb and Belleteyn were neck and neck, both polling within the margin of error. Caleb had bridged the gap, and he hadn’t even truly started his charm offensive yet.

But the thing that his forced exile really brought Caleb was more valuable to him than any political campaign or celebrity status. For over a week, he got to stay at home with his girlfriends—to share his life with them, to eat with them, exercise with them, and simply hang out with them. It wouldn’t have been a stretch at all to say that he was the happiest man on Earth, save for the fact that he wasn’t on Earth at all.

He'd probably never go back at this point. What waited for him there?

Then came the day that Lady Lachrymosa arrived just after dinner. In marked contrast to the rest of Caleb’s harem, the vampire leader of Omega looked exhausted despite her ageless appearance. She had been anything but idle over the last week. Despite Caleb’s edict not to attack Belleteyn D’Amore in the press, the leader of his campaign still had her work cut out for her—minimizing the damage, deemphasizing attacks on his character, and pushing the ‘glove’ as much as humanly possible. Caleb had seen plenty of commercials about his Crafting skill over the last week, and now he was going to put those powers into practice.

“I will be staying here tonight, with all of you,” Lady Lachrymosa announced, settling herself down heavily on the couch. She pulled out a plastic bag filled with red fluid and punctured it with a fang, shotgunning the whole thing down like a coed on Spring Break. “Tomorrow, we will go to MacCammon Hospital and perform the Crafting.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Are you ready, my love?”

“As ready as he’s going to be,” Desdemona said. “We’ve been practicing all week. Took Caleb on a couple of trial runs, as well.” She grinned and glanced at a point on the opposite side of the room. “Can’t you tell?”

Lady Lachrymosa followed Dez’s gaze and found herself staring at one of the portraits on the wall. The last time she’d been in the apartment, that portrait had been of Desdemona herself, the way she’d been when she served Caleb’s grandfather, Gene Holdstock. She’d been younger then, even without the boon granted to her that melted away the years she’d accumulated in her long sojourn back on Earth. The painting held a certain otherworldly beauty, which attracted everyone who looked at it.

That painting was even more attractive now. It had been updated; Crafted by Caleb’s magic. The woman in the portrait was now Desdemona as she appeared that same day—a gorgeous, mature woman with long, lustrous hair and a skintight outfit. But there was a bigger surprise, as well.

Caleb was in the portrait. The Desdemona in the painting was all over him, grinning like she’d just won the lottery as she wrapped her arms (and one leg) around his body. The chemistry between the two of them was palpable, even through the medium of paint and ink.

Was it magical? He wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t going to question it.

Lady Lachrymosa let out a guffaw when she saw it. “Yes, you’ve most certainly been sharpening your skills,” she said, scrutinizing the art up close. “That is some impressive work. It suits your living room much better than it ever suited Gene Holdstock’s.”

“I’m going to do ones with each of my girls,” Caleb said proudly.

The trip through the world inside of Desdemona’s painting hadn’t been strenuous in the slightest. In fact, it felt almost as if his grandfather had planned it that way, the same way he’d planned so many of the stepping stones Caleb walked on his path to glory. Gene Holdstock was truly a smart man, and an avid planner.

His adventure taught him a valuable lesson—one that he remembered every time he looked at the portrait of himself and Desdemona together. The end goal of Crafting was to refine an object, to make it better than it was before, yet the idea of what constituted ‘better’ could vary from person to person. Turning a candle into a crystal chandelier would dazzle a member of Hades’s upper castes, who valued wealth and culture above everything else. But to one of the vagrants of the southern slums, a simple flashlight to light their way would have been far superior.

It all depended on the person, and their will. And Caleb was getting better at exercising his will—better all the time. One day, he’d truly be the man his grandfather was.

He just hoped he had the opportunity to sit his Senate seat and complete his training.

As she stood before the painting, Lady Lachrymosa swayed gently on her feet. Her exhaustion was almost like a physical thing: all at once, Caleb realized how utterly knackered she must be. A piece of plastic with a few red drops in it stuck out from a pocket of her jacket—she’d been dosing herself frequently with borrowed blood. Like a delivery driver shooting down Red Bulls to keep from passing out during a double shift.

Caleb couldn’t have kept the vampiress from falling if she was truly going to topple, but he could provide some support. He was with her in a moment, leaning against her side and sliding an arm around her waist to help steady her.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m right here.”

Lady Lachrymosa’s face grew pinched. “I have been working very hard. I… I apologize for my appearance, Caleb.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Actually, there is. I wasn’t going to ask, because you have so much to prepare yourself for in the morning, but if I could have a feeding, I would be markedly improved. A small one, I promise, which would not leave you with any long-lasting effects…”

Caleb was already smiling. “That’s not a problem at all.” He felt a tingle in his inner thigh, where the two puncture wounds Lady Lachrymosa’s fangs had left in his skin puckered. She never bit him anywhere else, and she was always careful to leave the mark in the same spot. “Let’s get you to the bedroom.”

That night, Lady Lachrymosa fed from Caleb. Her fangs burned within him as they bit into the meat of his thigh, but then the pleasure that filled him as she found his femoral artery was so strong and sweet that the pain was a distant memory. His cock stiffened, and he erupted hands free, shooting his seed all over her face as she drank his blood.

True to her word, she restrained herself. Caleb was still coming down from his bliss when the vampiress forced herself to stop, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“That will be enough,” she said, sounding both high and exhausted at the same time. “I may need to feed again from you later, Caleb, once all of this is done. But for now, what I’ve taken shall suffice.”

Caleb understood. Honestly, he felt like Lady Lachrymosa could have drunk way more of his blood than she had, but he also knew that he wouldn’t feel the worst of the effects until he was past the tipping point. Staying mentally and physically sharp tomorrow was paramount.

Though Lady Lachrymosa would have gladly gone for a second round, Caleb’s strength ebbed along with his blood. He passed out in her arms and slept a dreamless sleep.

When he woke the next morning, he found himself surrounded by sleeping women. His whole harem had come out to support him, dressed in their finery, even though he had passed out.

He could have gone back to sleep. But the sudden rush of adrenaline he got from realizing that today was the day brought him to full alertness, and he rolled to the side in bed and looked out over the blankets.

Several women were nothing more than lumps beneath the comforter—he could just make out Eira’s silhouette near the corner closest to the window—but Lady Lachrymosa and Yui had carved out pride of place nearest him. Yui snoozed gently, a peaceful expression written across her face as she slept through the dawn.

He rose in the darkness, picking his way over the half-naked forms of his sleeping honeys. He showered and dressed, choosing an outfit a bit more formal than normal but still comfortable enough to delve Item Worlds in, and then headed into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee before the rest of the harem arose.

Charity sat at the kitchen table, wide awake.

Caleb gave a start and nearly fell backward.

A wry smile tugged at the corner of her mouth as she noticed him. “Good morning, Caleb,” she said, glancing up from her seat. “I didn’t expect you to be the first one up.”

He recovered quickly, busying himself with the coffee, loading a bunch of grounds in the grinder.

“I’m full of surprises,” he said over the sound of the machinery. “Your Mistress has been topped up, by the way. She should be good to accompany me into the Item World.”

Charity nodded. “Excellent. Knowing her, she took far less than she actually needs, but that’s my Mistress for you. She’d rather fall down dead than have any harm come to you and your harem.”

“Truly?” Caleb was more than a little taken aback. From what he’d seen, Lady Lachrymosa’s devotion to him was almost entirely sexual. Outside of the bedroom, she was as logical and dangerous as a sabertooth tiger. “She doesn’t give me that impression most of the time, Charity.”

A sly smile spread across the vampire’s face. “That’s because we’re vampires,” she said, rising from her seat. “We have a great deal of practice at hiding our emotions. Here, sit.”

She gestured at the chair she’d been occupying until a moment ago. “Please—I haven’t had the opportunity to prepare beans in decades.” She actually sounded eager to do it, so Caleb let her. He sat and watched as she whipped up a pot of coffee, then set the burner to percolating.

“Mmmh,” Charity said, inhaling as the rich smell filled the kitchen. “Coffee is one of the only things I miss about being a human.”

“Really?”

The vampire laughed. “Most of it I could take or leave,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “Diseases. Bowel movements. Charlie horses and heartburn and the occasional urgent need to find a place to relieve my bladder. None of that I miss in the slightest. But coffee?” She wrinkled her face over the brewing pot. “Coffee is fucking great.”

“Almost worth giving up eternal life for,” Caleb said sarcastically.

“Almost.” Suddenly her face turned serious. “And it’s not eternal, Caleb.”

He felt his brows furrowing together. It was altogether too early in the morning for this kind of philosophical talk, but he got the impression Charity had been thinking about these sorts of things all night. Thinking about them while everyone else in the apartment was fast asleep.

“No?” he asked. “Aren’t you a vampire?”

Charity nodded. She carried a steaming mug over to him and set it down, in a gesture that was more than a little caring. She liked him, he knew, though he doubted she would ever do anything about it with her ‘Mistress’ in the picture.

“We do not age,” Charity said, taking a chair, “but we can die. Sunlight, a stake through the heart, decapitation and burning… any or all of these will kill one of our kind. And eventually, death will come for us all. Even the most long lived of the vampires.”

“What if you just stayed home? You think you’d trip in Lady Lachrymosa’s kitchen and land chest-down on a splinter of wood?”

He meant it as a joke, but Charity’s expression was serious. “That’s a one in a million shot,” she said, her gaze growing faraway. “But when you live a million years? It becomes a coin flip. There are things that will kill us, Caleb—and accidents do happen. So do assassinations, mistakes, and freak occurrences.”

He'd never thought about it like that, and said so.

“On a long enough timeline, something will happen to all of us,” Charity said with a sad smile. “It may take decades, it may take centuries. There are some of us who’ve been around for millennia—since almost the beginning of your recorded history. But eventually, the dice will come up snake eyes.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Caleb asked. Ice filled his stomach. He didn’t want to think about anything happening to Lady Lachrymosa, or her accountant.

Charity gave him a rueful look. “Lady Lachrymosa may outlive you, Caleb, but she is not immortal. It would be a mistake to think of her as such. I just want you to understand what you’re getting into—and just what you mean to her. I see that she respects you in a way that never has with anyone else.” The vampire paused. “All I am saying is this, Caleb. My Mistress’s body may be nearly ageless, but her heart is mortal. Do not break it.”

Caleb sipped his coffee. It was just about the best damn cup he’d ever tasted. Even better than what Mitzi put together.

“I’ll do my best,” he promised the vampire.

“See that you do. Now I believe your harem has awoken.”

Before Caleb could say anything else, the door to the kitchen opened and the day began.


Chapter 14

“At least there’s no protesters this time,” Mare said, strapping her goggles onto her demonic face. “Bastards probably couldn’t make themselves wake up this early if they wanted to.”

Caleb and his harem rode in the Mare’s carriage, heading on their way to MacCammon Hospital. The winding streets of the Greenwreath slums were practically empty at this early hour. Other than a few vagrants sleeping on park benches and a couple of bakers preparing the morning’s loaves, no one took note of the taxi’s journey through town.

Buildings rolled by as the taxi traveled from street to street. Caleb watched the cracked pavement, then sent his gaze sky-high toward the tops of the largest buildings as they headed toward the hospital, taking the most direct route there was.

“Look at this place,” he mused, settling back in his seat. There was a chill to the air rolling off the rivers that invigorated him almost as much as Charity’s coffee. “It’s a rough town.”

“It’ll be a little less rough after today.” Eira was watching the streets with even more intensity than Caleb, her eyes trailing over every familiar haunt and old section of her former stomping grounds. Every now and then, she caught sight of a face in a window and almost went to wave at the person she saw. “I don’t think I’ve thanked you for doing this yet, Caleb. I really appreciate you choosing this site for a Crafting. The people in my old neighborhood could really use the help.”

“It’s my pleasure,” he said, glancing over at Lady Lachrymosa and Charity. “I’m just glad no one from the slums will ever be taken advantage of in the way that you were, ever again.”

Both vampires swallowed awkwardly.

“That’s absolutely correct,” Lady Lachrymosa said, doing her best to smooth over the conversation. She looked much better than she had the previous day. Caleb’s blood was doing wonders for her energy and her complexion. “Unfortunate… situations, like what happened with Eira Greenwreath, are a thing of the past for Omega.”

The situation the vampire leader was referring to was Omega’s practice of loan sharking. Lady Lachrymosa’s organization offered money to down and out youths, giving them what seemed to be the opportunity to better both themselves and their communities. In reality, it was all a lie—the terms and conditions of the loans the vampires gave out had been calibrated to leave the borrower trapped under an ever-expanding mountain of debt—but few realized that until it was too late.

Eira Greenwreath had been one of these. She originally signed up with Omega in order to pursue higher education, earning a degree in the magical arts that would have set her up in a position not all that different from Caleb’s own. But of course she’d been caught in the trap. Once she realized she owed more money to the vampires than she could ever pay back, Eira had been forced to use her considerable magical gifts for thievery. Lady Lachrymosa promised Eira she’d wipe away a substantial portion of her debt if she traveled to Earth, broke into Caleb’s house, and stole his grandfather’s vorlesen.

It had been the desperate act of a desperate woman. Eira had almost looked grateful when Caleb caught her in the act.

Now Eira’s debt had been wiped clean. Lady Lachrymosa and the other vampires were only too happy to do it, seeing as their leader was now part of Caleb’s own harem. But Caleb hadn’t merely been satisfied with saving his girl.

He’d ended the practice entirely. Now loans that came from Omega had fewer strings attached, and accumulated interest at a rate that was practically nothing. Several lower administrative functionaries within the organization bemoaned the loss of profit from charging such small amounts of interest, but Lady Lachrymosa let everyone under her know her ‘office was open’ about any issues, the complaints dried up.

No one wanted to piss off a woman who could travel across the room and tear out someone’s throat in the blink of an eye.

The crowd that greeted the carriage as it pulled into the hospital parking lot was much smaller than the last one. This was partially because of how early it was, but mostly for security reasons. The last thing Caleb or his campaign needed was for Alecto or another Fae to sneak into the press conference, and so every person in attendance had been thoroughly vetted by Omega.

Charity insisted that the vampires’ screening techniques could detect stowaways, even when they were hidden behind a glamor. But Caleb wasn’t so sure. So he kept himself on high alert, scrutinizing the faces of every journalist and reporter that they passed.

Were any of them not what they seemed? Were those hate-filled glances on the faces of the news crew sipping their coffees, or were they just waiting for the caffeine to kick in?

He wasn’t sure. He trusted Charity and Lady Lachrymosa to do a good job, of course. But that sense of being watched tugged at him, even as he scanned the faces of the press and saw nothing but bored faces.

Caleb took the stage and gave a short speech. Today wasn’t about flowery rhetoric as much as action; no one was here to capture his words or even take pictures of him behind the podium. The thicket of cameras clustered near the entrance of the hospital were here for one reason and one reason alone. They wanted to see Caleb and his party step through the portal created by his vorlesen.

They wanted to see the Crafter enter the Item World.

Caleb wrapped up his stump speech to polite applause. He spent most of it only half-focused on his own words, choosing instead to scan the crowd for any sign of Alecto. He didn’t see anything that implied the Fae woman was among them, but looks could be deceiving. Despite the security measures in place, Caleb was worried.

If they’re going to strike, it’s going to be today, he thought as he stepped off of the platform. What the hell are you planning, Belleteyn? Are you really going to let me do this without any resistance?

It seemed like a strategic error to at least not try to mess with Caleb’s grand volunteer gesture to Hades. But what did he know? Belleteyn was chaotic in the extreme; he doubted she had much in the way of real plans. Her goals were just to create as much chaos as possible. Perhaps she wouldn’t show up.

Or maybe she was in the arms of about a billion malkini right now. Either seemed likely.

Once Caleb was done, Lady Lachrymosa took the stage. In marked contrast to Caleb, who was on his best behavior with the press, the vampire’s manner was brisk and businesslike.

“Alright people,” she said, taking the microphone and spreading her arms. “We’re getting ready to begin right about now. If you wouldn’t mind taking up your positions near the broken section of the hospital, you should all be able to get an excellent view of the portal.”

While the press did that, Caleb met up with his companions. All of them had dressed for action today—they were clearly prepared more for a long hike than a long party. Yui was dressed like something out of an old Eddie Bauer catalog, her jeans tucked into her thigh-high boots and a big puffy hat covering her dark hair.

He moved to her and planted a kiss on her tanned cheek. “How are we doing?” he asked, sliding an arm around her. There was no bump underneath her jacket—she was still far too early along for any signs of her pregnancy to be visible to the naked eye—but that hadn’t stopped the press from taking dozens of pictures of her on the way to the venue.

“Just fine,” Yui said, resting her head on his shoulder. “Still a little queasy.”

“Morning sickness,” Desdemona said sagely. “It will pass. Make sure you stay hydrated.”

The corners of Caleb’s lips turned down in a frown. “I’m still not sure I like you coming along to this, Yui. Wouldn’t you feel safer back home, in the apartment?”

It wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation. Caleb had tried to suggest earlier that Yui ought to remain at home, but she was insistent that she needed to remain with him and the rest of the harem. Even if they were headed into uncharted territory.

“Are you kidding me?” Yui asked. “You know that’s just what Belleteyn wants, Caleb. Those are classic ‘divide and conquer’ tactics.”

“You’d be watched over. Lady Lachrymosa and Charity assure me their vampire security is top notch…”

“So top notch that Alecto couldn’t wear one of their faces?” Yui asked rhetorically. Her expression softened as she put her hands on his hips, then planted a quick kiss on his bottom lip. “They’re not you, babe. No one can keep me safe like you can. Besides, you just know that would be too tempting of a target for Belleteyn and her bitches to pass up. Me at home alone, carrying your child, while you’re off winning glory in the Item World? That’s a kidnapping plot if I’ve ever heard one.”

Caleb didn’t have an answer for that. His mouth opened soundlessly, then closed again.

“Alright,” he said, shaking his head. “Just stay near the back of the pack, okay?”

“Like the rest of the harem’s not going to be watching me like a hawk,” she teased, winking. “Don’t worry so much, Caleb. I’m here with you—which is right where I belong.”

He tried to tuck his worries out of his mind as the Omega representatives got everything set up. They’d taken a section of one of the destroyed walls and put it in the center of a small circle of lights, with a long line of cracked masonry connecting it to the main body of the unfinished wing.

According to Lady Lachrymosa, this would be what he was Crafting—refining a broken building into a completed one. He only hoped his power was strong enough to pull this off.

Cameras flashed as the representatives from the press took pictures of Caleb and his harem. These were the before pictures, he realized—the after would come once he smashed the front of the rock with the silver dog’s head pommel of his vorlesen. Doing so, and focusing his will while doing it, would open a portal to the Item World.

Or so Desdemona had promised.

Caleb cleared his throat as he approached the chunk of masonry. Bits of rebar stuck out from it, making him think of the shoots of grass and roots that grew from cracks in the pavement back in Wolfe’s Hollow. He looked it over, sizing up where he wanted to make his mark, then checked over his shoulder to make sure everyone else was ready.

“We golden?” he asked.

Everyone nodded. Eira finished examining the half-completed lobby and snapped to attention, taking Yui under one arm and holding her tight. Desdemona looked like she was more than ready to get this show on the road. Imani shot him a thumbs up, her black-tipped nail sparkling in the lights of the cameras.

Behind them all stood Lady Lachrymosa, impassively waiting for the portal to open. Almost by instinct, he glanced around looking for Mare and Charity—but neither of them would be accompanying them inside of the Item World. While they were gone, Charity would be in charge of her Mistress’s organization. Where Mare was needed, he wasn’t sure—maybe she was watching over the passes into and out of Hades.

Cerebus squatted on the far side of the stage like a cartoon character, his three heads looking in every direction at once. The dog sniffed the air every now and then, as if he were searching for any signs of the Fae or of Belleteyn’s forces. Probably he was.

Good boy, he thought. If he’d had his druthers, the hellhound would be keeping Yui safe in his apartment, but it was better for the whole harem to stay close. Besides, he’d been inside of Item Worlds before. Recently, thanks to Desdemona.

He was ready. It was time to begin.

His girls parted around him like rapids around a rock as he lifted the vorlesen. For a moment their behavior didn’t make any sense to him, then he saw the flashes from the crowd and understood. They were posing for the pictures, the inevitable shots of just before and just after the portal to the Item World opened.

Gripping his grandfather’s staff in both hands, Caleb tapped a flat section of the concrete with the silver dog’s head.

And then things stopped making sense for a bit.

A hollow ping sound rang out when the silver touched the stone. It started as a barely audible noise, but as it reverberated through the half-finished halls of the hospital, it echoed back on itself until it was almost deafening. Bits of plaster rained down from the ceiling as the note reached glass-breaking proportions, and Caleb saw several people in the crowd dropping their cameras and grabbing their ears.

The spot he’d hit with his staff rippled, shimmered. It looked like the surface of a still, calm pool—and then it erupted like a geyser.

A wave of magic rolled across the stage. Caleb was caught flatfooted, with no time to brace himself for what was coming. A wall of force struck him between the shoulder blades, shoving him backward and into the space where his harem had been standing moments ago.

He would have toppled off of the stage entirely were it not for Lady Lachrymosa. The vampire shot across the floor like an arrow, blinking to his location in the span of a single heartbeat. One of her arms grabbed him, while the rest of her body turned to the side to take the brunt of the blow.

Caleb’s ears popped. He felt blood trickling from his nose.

“What the hell was that?” he gasped.

Desdemona turned. “Something is wrong,” she said, panic filling her voice. “Everyone get out of the room—”

But it was already too late.

The spot where Caleb’s staff had touched was no longer solid—it shone like a miniature sun, casting brilliant light all throughout the hospital. The portal ripped open like someone tearing a tapestry in two, filling the world with a sound like a bomb going off. Before anyone could move, it exploded in all directions, filling the stage.

Desdemona’s shriek was cut off as she disappeared inside the portal. Eira tried to shove Yui out of the way, but only succeeded in buying Yui another moment or two of freedom before she vanished into the aether. Cerebus’s howl filled the auditorium as the hellhound charged after them both, valiantly leaping into the portal like a firefighter running into a burning building.

“Shit.” Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes widened. “It’s a cascade. This isn’t a normal Item World! We should run—!”

“Fuck no!” Caleb was already twisting out of the vampire’s grip. “I’m not leaving my girls behind!”

Lady Lachrymosa tried to grab him, but Caleb was too determined. He shrugged off the vampire and raced across the stage, meeting the expanding bubble that was the portal head-on. He met Imani along the way and tossed the reporter backward into the vampire’s arms, doing his best to throw her clear of the blast.

“Run, both of you!” he cried, turning for a brief moment. “Get out—!”

The back of the auditorium exploded.

The walls collapsed, burning away in an instant. In their place were expanding bubbles of shimmering light. The portal to the Item World.

It was behind them, too!?

How was that possible?

Caleb watched the reporters rise from their seats with a scream. Several of them tried to run; while most simply sat there, realizing that they were completely trapped. Lady Lachrymosa grabbed Imani, gave Caleb a final look of despair, and blinked.

He wasn’t sure if she got away or not.

The bubble rippled over Caleb’s body, tearing him away from Hades. Like it or not, he was on his way.


Chapter 15

When Caleb opened his eyes, he was staring at a hospital ceiling.

Everything hurt. He felt as if he’d been in a car accident—like he’d been in the car accident, the one that had left him bruised and battered while taking away Yui’s ability to walk. Remembering that filled him with panic, and for a few moments his frightened mind tried to convince him that it was the accident. That everything that had come since was some crazy fever dream, and he was only now waking up in the Intensive Care Unit.

Then he shook his head, clearing it. This was no hospital he’d ever been in before.

The ceiling was smooth and unbroken. Rather than linoleum tiles or scaffolding, the roof above his head was a solid expanse of what looked like metal. Steel? Caleb would have jumped to test his fingers against it if he was able. He felt like he could hardly move.

Slowly, the pain began to ebb. His vision cleared, and the awful sensation of having needles behind his eyes dulled until he had little more than a slight headache. He was laying on top of something hard and cold, like a mortuary slab. Where the hell was he?

He rolled over. He was laying on a tile floor. The room he was in was clean but small, obviously some kind of auxiliary office. Though considering the lack of any furniture, maybe this was some kind of storage room…

Caleb froze.

There was a pentagram beneath him.

No, not a pentagram. His mind went there because the symbol was angular and red, but it was actually far more complicated than the simple logo that had adorned so many heavy metal albums in his teenage years. One large circle formed the perimeter, with a series of criss-crossing lines like a pentagram flipped in multiple directions filling the center. Around the edges lay a series of runes, which tickled the back of Caleb’s mind without ringing any bells. Maybe he’d seen them in a TV show?

He lifted himself onto his knees and touched the symbol. It was wet—not paint. Blood?

He shivered. What the fuck?

My girls need me, he realized. Until that moment, he’d been confused enough that he didn’t remember how he’d gotten here. The portal, the Item World—whatever had happened, everyone had been caught up in it. Except maybe Lady Lachrymosa and Imani.

Where was everybody?

There was no more time to dawdle. Caleb forced himself to his feet. His head swam, and he stumbled across the room. His hand came down on something smooth and leathery, and he held it, using it to steady himself. His eyes narrowed to slits, and his gorge rose as he fought the urge to vomit.

A cascade, he thought numbly. Lady Lachrymosa called it a cascade. I bet Desdemona could tell me what the fuck just happened.

If he could find her.

He opened his eyes. His hand lay on the suede cushion of a chair, elevated above the ground with extra padding for the legs and the back of the head. It was the sort of chair you’d find in a dentist office—though maybe only if the dentist was a little bit too into his profession. An awful twinge went through Caleb’s body as his vision focused, and his hand shot away from the seat as if it were red hot.

“Something bad happened here,” he muttered, glancing from the chair to the strange symbol and back again. “Some kind of ritual. Yeah, this definitely isn’t an ordinary Item World.”

Thankfully, one item had made the transition with him. Caleb’s staff lay on the ground next to the symbol, the silver dog’s head staring upward from the cold floor. The beast seemed almost to grin at him, its ruby eyes gleaming.

Caleb picked up the weapon. It felt good having it in his hands, and he immediately felt a little bit safer.

He stepped out into the hallway. “Hello?” he asked, pushing the door open with the head of his staff. “Is anyone here?”

A hospital hallway lay before him. It stretched almost as far as the eye could see, curving at one end and ending a large set of double doors at the other. Small rooms lay on either end, like the suites patients would be treated inside of at a real hospital.

Was this a real hospital?

There didn’t seem to be any power, yet he could see perfectly fine. That didn’t make any sense, but Caleb didn’t question it. He picked a direction—the double doors—and headed that way, his staff held before him like a blind man’s guide. Each of the doors had a pane of glass in the upper half. As he passed each of them, he looked inside.

And wished he hadn’t.

More symbols adorned the walls of the other rooms. Unlike his own, there was little doubt that these were painted in blood—not when the evidence was so clearly laid out in the center of each room. One had a pair of hands sitting in the center of the ornate circle, the other a small pile of legs. Caleb felt the urge to retch.

What the hell was this? A hall of horrors?

It can’t be real, he thought, marshaling his courage. This is a funhouse, just like the Item World where I ran into the malkini for the first time. This is Stratum One, for God’s sake! This is supposed to be the easy part!

Caleb was able to hold onto that for a few moments. But the next room erased his doubts. This one was almost clean, save for the single item sitting in the dentist’s chair at the center of the room.

When he saw what it was, he pushed the door open with the head of his staff. Sitting on the leather cushion, a twin of the one he’d had his hands on only minutes ago, was a human head.

No. An elvish head.

He recognized it as one of the faces in the crowd. One of the reporters who’d shown up to snap photos of him and his harem when they departed for the Item World, and when they’d return triumphant.

This person would never get to look at their snapshots. They’d never see Hades again.

He turned away from the severed head. The scene was grisly enough, but what truly chilled him was the utter lack of blood—it was as if someone had simply removed this person’s head without upsetting the rest of their body. Which was God only knew where.

He had to find his girls. Now.

Caleb pushed through the hall, leaving the rooms behind. He reached the double doors and tried to open them, but they were locked tight. As he attempted to push them apart, a little mechanical buzzing sound reached his ears.

“Keycard required for Annex access,” a feminine voice informed him. “Please enter identification.”

“Keycard?” Caleb muttered. He’d never seen anything like this in an Item World before. He didn’t like it. “Fuck that. Open up, you stupid piece of shit! I need to find my girls!”

He smacked the door with his staff, hoping for some magic. Nothing happened. Then he glanced through the twin panes of glass on the door and gasped.

A set of stairs lay on the other side. Next to them were a small golden flag, adorned with the logo of the MacCammon Hospital building. It was the exit!

But it wasn’t that that made his jaw drop. He recognized the room on the opposite side of that door.

It was the same one he’d been standing in when he’d been sent through the portal.

His mind worked feverishly, forming a mental map of where he was standing. Looking into the room, he could picture the stage where he and his harem had been standing while he’d made his speech—it would have been in the rear of the room, right behind where those stairs stretched to the Second Stratum. Which meant that he was…

He was standing in the unfinished wing of the hospital. Except that here, in the Item World, it was very much finished.

Also very much wrong.

Something had twisted this place beyond recognition. The cascade, as Lady Lachrymosa called it, or some other magic that Caleb didn’t understand, had taken what he intended for his Crafting and turned it evil. Hideous.

He wasn’t sure how it had happened, but he felt certain he knew who was involved.

“Fucking Alecto,” Caleb snarled. “Alright, fine. Let’s figure this out.”

He began ticking out a list inside of his mind. Objectives, the way he’d order them if he was a soldier on a mission.

Objective One: Find the other survivors. Priority: his harem.

Objective Two: Get whatever keycard the door needed to open.

Objective Three? Leave.

“I can do that,” Caleb told himself, closing his eyes. “Hang on, girls. I’m coming."

He couldn’t allow himself to think of what might have happened here while he was unconscious. None of those body parts he’d seen in the rooms around his belonged to any member of his harem—he felt certain. He would have known it instinctively. Even the tiniest part of their bodies, their big toes or the topmost knuckle of their fingers, would have been intimately familiar to him.

Whatever was running rampant here, it hadn’t hurt his girls. Not yet.

And he wasn’t going to let it.

By the time Caleb reached the opposite end of the hallway, he was in a dead run. The pathway curved up ahead, then did a ninety-degree turn and made its way at an angle to the previous hall. That made sense, he realized—this was a wing of the hospital, the same wing he’d intended to construct with his Crafting power. If he succeeded in getting his women and getting out of here, the finished product would probably look just like this.

Hopefully without the blood and the bodies.

“Hello!?” Caleb cupped his hand around his mouth as he walked, slowing down as he padded through the new hallway. “Is anybody there!? Eira? Yui? Desdemona—”

Up ahead was a room off the side of the wing, its door hanging open. A rectangle of darkness stood there, with nothing to be seen within.

As he got close, calling out the names of his companions, something shot from the darkness.

He twisted just in time, lifting the staff. The creature slammed into him, its fangs and claws flashing as it snarled. Its face was inches away from his, and all Caleb got was the impression of bulging eyes and hateful features.

The thing drove him into the opposite wall, still howling. Panic flared in his veins. This creature, whatever it was, was one of the beasts responsible for all the chaos in this hospital. He could sense it.

“Get off me!” he yelled, lifting the vorlesen. “Move, bitch!”

Caleb swung. The staff shot upwards in a wide arc, a wave of force rippling from the mouth in the silver dog’s head. The fiend was flung backward, colliding with a nearby metal table and toppling it over with a crash. The creature disappeared behind it.

The sound faded, and all was still. The thing was still back there, waiting.

“What the hell?” Caleb switched the vorlesen to a two handed grip, like a batter at home plate. “Get your ass out here, you son of a bitch! What are you?”

There was a chattering noise behind the metal table. The thing lifted its head, staring at him from its makeshift hiding place. It hissed at him.

Caleb’s first thought was that the little cave monster from Lord of the Rings had gotten swole after the movie ended. The creature behind the table was short, the top of its head maybe coming up to the middle of Caleb’s chest, but it was covered in muscle. The fiend was practically a slab of it.

Its skin was purple, and so dark that it looked almost black. Its eyes were almond shaped and completely black, with no iris to be seen. Its fangs were sharp, and its claws were as long as a tiger’s.

Caleb locked eyes with it, suppressing the urge to shiver. If he showed weakness now, the creature would attack. He wouldn’t let himself lose the advantage.

“Do you speak English?” he asked, his voice as fierce as he could make it. “Do you understand language, you fucking freak?”

The thing merely hissed again at Caleb. It jumped up and down, the muscles in its calves rippling as it bounced on the floor like it was a trampoline. It didn’t seem threatened by Caleb, but neither was it eager to attack.

That confused him. It had been so angry a moment ago—so thrilled to have a sneak attack on a helpless human. What had changed?

He wondered, and then he saw where the creature’s eyes were looking.

Not at him. At the silver dog’s head on his staff.

“You recognize this, huh?” he asked, waving the staff gently. The creature’s eyes moved with it, widening. Caleb was wary of ascribing human emotions to a creature like this, but even a blind man could recognize the apprehension in the creature’s face. “You know what it means. You’re afraid of it, even.”

He took a step forward to test his hypothesis. The creature took a step backward, keeping the same distance between him and his staff. Good, he thought.

Caleb gestured at one of the side rooms with his staff. “Go,” he commanded, nodding into the darkness with his chin. “Leave me be, and I will spare you.”

It wasn’t charity that compelled him to offer this. Nor was it fair-heartedness. Caleb had only one objective at the moment: to find his girls, along with any other survivors he could locate. Any time he spent fighting some creature he found in the halls of the hospital was wasted time, until he located Eira, Yui, Desdemona, and any other members of his group who’d been caught in the blast.

For a moment, it appeared that the creature didn’t understand. It watched the silver head on his staff wave back and forth as Caleb gestured at the door, the creature’s neck craning to the side as it frowned.

Then, without complaint, it padded across the hall and disappeared into the darkness.

Caleb let out a sigh of relief. He waited, counting to ten just to make sure the creature didn’t come barreling back out again with murder on its mind. Then he started forward, giving the silver table a wide berth.

Large windows lined this hallway. Back in Hades, they would have looked down on the courtyard garden that had been planted for the MacCammon Hospital. The greenery there was untamed, in dire need of a gardener, but still recognizable as a place of rest and healing.

What Caleb saw on the opposite side of the glass was nothing like that. A churning, phantasmagoric sky roiled on the opposite side of the wall, and when he came up close and examined it, he could find neither sky nor ground. It was as if the entire hospital were suspended in fluid, like a fetus waiting to be born.

Was that what this dimension was? Some kind of aberrance; a trap laid by Belleteyn and Alecto? Or was it all just a coincidence?

A little noise made him turn. When he looked back down the hallway in the direction from which he’d come, the purple-skinned creature had come out of its hiding place and was standing on top of the fallen table. An unpleasant smile stretched its features like the rictus on a corpse.

Caleb felt a wave of irritation. “What do you want?” he demanded, lifting his staff. “Get! Go!”

The creature did not go.

Instead, it tossed back its head and howled loud enough to shake the walls.

And suddenly they were no longer alone.

Bodies poured out of the darkness—dozens of them, surging and writhing like a solid mass of flesh. Fangs and dark eyes and thick, clustered bodies, wearing nothing but loincloths and vicious smiles.

He tried to count them and found he couldn’t. There were too many of the creatures; far too many for him to stand and fight. And the beast he’d commanded into the shadows knew it.

A thin-lipped grin stretched its features even further. Then it let out a hiss that rolled across the hallway like a battle cry.

The creatures charged.

And Caleb ran.

He bolted as fast as he could, his shoes slapping the tile floor as the creatures gave chase. The sound of their chittering cries filled the hospital wing, hooting with excitement as they clambered over each other in their eagerness to rend his flesh.

Caleb turned, aimed his vorlesen at the surging wall of flesh, and loosed another wave of force. The silver dog’s mouth opened, the ruby eyes igniting like coals as walls of the hallway shook with the spell.

It slowed the creatures down, but didn’t stop them. He couldn’t hope to fend off so many.

Caleb’s blood surged in his eardrums like the sound of ocean surf as he ran. His heart pounded in his chest, filling his bloodstream with adrenaline as his fight or flight instincts kicked all the way over into the ‘flight’ category. The walls of the hospital became a blur as he raced through the halls, with no greater objective than escape on the forefront of his mind.

He turned a corner and slid in a puddle of blood. A body lay in the middle of the hospital floor—not a human one. It wasn’t one of his girls, thank God, and it didn’t seem to be a member of the press or the camera crew who’d been taking pictures of his Crafting. It looked like another monster, though of a type he’d never seen before.

Thick barbs pierced the creature’s flesh like a porcupine’s quills. When Caleb passed the fallen monster, those barbs crackled with electricity, a bolt arcing to the tile floor below.

What the fuck?

As the monsters surged around the corner, they saw the creature and tried to stop. But there were too many of them, and they slammed into each other’s backs like concertgoers caught in the crush. One fell on top of the fallen creature and was roasted, electricity searing its flesh.

A small part of Caleb hoped that might be it—that the creatures might retreat. But they simply climbed over top of the bodies and continued the chase. Bolts of lightning seared two, three, perhaps a half-dozen of the monsters, but there were far more just behind.

Shit! He had to get away!

A set of double doors waited at the end of the hall. Caleb’s heart sank when he saw them. If they were locked, the way the ones on the opposite end of the hospital were, then he was finished. He could maybe hole up in one of the rooms along the side of the hall, but how long could those doors hold against the tide of creatures?

Fuck it. He ran.

He was ten steps from the double doors when they suddenly swung open. Desdemona stood in the entrance, her hair flowing behind her like a golden mane.

“Caleb!” she shouted. “Duck!”

He didn’t question it. He threw himself to the ground, sliding across the tile floor as Dez lifted her hands and chanted.

A ball of light formed between Desdemona’s outstretched hands. It burned like a miniature sun, so bright that Caleb had to throw his hand before his eyes like someone trying to watch a solar eclipse without the proper protection. He stopped sliding and rolled, then went prone on the ground as a roaring noise filled the hallway.

The wall of creatures howled in dismay, trying to retreat. But it was too late for them.

A surge of power shot from between Desdemona’s hands. It flowed down the hallway like a living thing, rippling with an internal light so brilliant Caleb swore he could see it even with his eyes closed and his face on the ground.

The monsters screamed. Caleb shouldn’t have felt good about that, but he did.

Hands grabbed him, dragging him across the floor. He let them, because they were pulling him in the direction of the doorway. The light faded, and he heard the big double doors slam shut behind him.

He was saved.


Chapter 16

“That was close,” Desdemona said. “Thank God you found us when you did. You were nearly a goner.”

If MacCammon Hospital were fully constructed and operational in the real world, the space where Caleb found himself would have been its emergency room. Rows of not too comfortable chairs filled the space, with a series of triaged cubicles for taking in and making initial diagnoses on patients. Caleb was sitting in one of these chairs, letting his heart rate return to normal as he sized up the situation.

Cerebus licked his face. The three-headed hellhound had been overjoyed to see Caleb, as had the others. From what little they’d been able to tell Caleb as they sealed the door he’d just come through, they hadn’t gone far. They were just as shocked by the condition of the hospital as he was.

“We were so scared.” Yui clung to Caleb, her face filled with fear. “When you didn’t come through the portal with the rest of us, we thought… shit, we didn’t know what happened to you!”

“Dez saw the other portals in the auditorium right before she got sucked through,” Eira said. “She figured you maybe got pulled into a different Item World, something like that. But I guess you just got sucked into a different part of the hospital, huh?”

Caleb nodded. “Everyone got pulled in,” he said, swallowing hard. “Except for Lady Lachrymosa, I think. And Imani—she had Imani in her arms when she blinked.” He looked around, as if more people might be hiding in the shadows. “Are either of them here?”

Desdemona shook her head slowly. “We were worried about them as well. You’re saying they might not have been caught up in the cascade?”

Caleb paused. “I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “I hope not. Some of the things I saw on my way here… it’s bad. Really bad.”

Briefly, he told them all about the strange rooms covered in symbols. Desdemona nodded gravely, and Yui looked as if she were going to be sick.

“That’s awful,” Yui whispered, aghast. “Who would do that to innocent people?”

“Eaters would,” Eira said, her lips forming a tight little line. “Fucking monsters.”

Caleb perked up. “Eaters? Is that what you call those purple freaks who tried to take me down?”

Eira nodded. “They’re advanced monsters, especially for an Item World in the First Stratum. Individually, they’re not much of a threat—they’re actually pretty cowardly if you ask me, even in small packs. But when they link up in larger groups like that, well…”

“They’re called swarms,” Desdemona said. “Your grandfather took down an entire swarm of Eaters singlehandedly once. It was one of the most incredible feats of strength I’d ever seen.”

“Really?” Now Caleb was really interested. “Do you think I could do the same thing?”

“I hope so,” Desdemona whispered. “Because we’re going to need to make our way past those beasts if we’re going to get out of here.”

She reached into her robes and pulled out something small and sparkly. It was a plastic card, its surface laminated so that it caught the light. The word ANNEX was written on it in block letters, along with a blank picture where an employee’s face would be.

“I found this in that station over there,” she said, gesturing at the nurses’ cubicle. “From what you’ve told us, it appears to be the key to escaping this cascade. But unless there’s another way around, which I don’t know about, the only way to get back to those stairs is through the hallway you just left.”

Caleb paused, thinking it over. He took the keycard from Desdemona and slipped it into his jacket pocket, nodding gratefully. “You keep saying that word,” he said, looking from her to the others. “Cascade. Just what the hell is it?”

“A very big headache,” Desdemona said, rubbing her temples. “We should have seen this coming, but I was assured by both Omega and the leaders of the Greenwreath clan that this wouldn’t happen. That it couldn’t happen—not here.”

“You trusted the people who run my neighborhood?” Eira asked. “Even I’m not that naïve. And I let myself get in debt to the vampires!”

Desdemona gave the elf a flat look. Then she turned back to Caleb and explained.

“Normally, entering an Item World is a very straightforward business,” she said, gesturing around the lobby. “You have one item, you open a portal inside of it—you create a pocket universe which you must ‘solve’ in order to refine the item. But things get… complicated when you handle a compound item. Two things bolted together are harder to enter than a single item, while a stack of bricks might be more difficult still.”

Caleb was already beginning to pick up what she was putting down. “This hospital is plenty complicated. Hell, it’s not even finished. We had no business going in here if there was a risk something like this could happen.”

Desdemona made a pained expression. “I’m afraid the fault lies with me,” she said, grimacing. “As your assistant, I accompanied your grandfather on hundreds of Craftings. I should have seen the risk and accommodated it. But we were all so excited about this project. Both for the good it could do, and for how it would help your campaign. I suppose I let myself be blinded.” She glanced at the floor. “I’ve been out of the game a long time. Perhaps I’m too rusty to function as your assistant.”

“Oh, come on!” That was Eira, who sounded like she’d heard this all before. “She’s been beating herself up like this since we found her, Caleb. She’d blame everything from Belleteyn D’Amore to global warming on herself if we’d let her!”

Caleb chuckled. “There’s no time to beat yourself up,” he told his assistant. “Right now I need you more than ever.” He glanced at the double doors. “And you did kind of save my life a few minutes ago, Desdemona. So I’d call us even on the whole responsibility front.”

Desdemona brightened slightly. Not a lot, as she was still clearly laboring under the belief that she had herself to blame for all of this. But she looked a little better.

“The main thing I want to know,” Caleb said, refocusing himself, “is this: how likely is it that this whole hospital is a trap Belleteyn D’Amore laid for us? Or that Alecto laid for us?”

Eira and Yui shared a look.

Desdemona pursed her lips in thought. “I doubt it, but it’s always a possibility. One would stoop to nothing to win an election, and the other would do just about anything to steal your name.” Then she laughed, despite everything. “Not great circumstances, are they?”

“Nope,” Caleb agreed. “But there’s no one I’d rather be stranded in them with than you girls.”

They smiled at him appreciatively.

“Hey,” Caleb asked. “Is there any water around here?”

Eira got up from her chair. “We found a vending machine over near what we think would be the galley,” she explained, leading him across the emergency room. “None of us have any change to open it with, but that probably wouldn’t be a problem for you.”

A few judicious thumps from Caleb’s staff and bottles were raining out of the bottom of the machine. He scrutinized the first one, cautious about the possibility of poison, but the liquid inside was clear and cold. He took an experimental sip: it was just water.

At least he hoped it was just water.

At that point, Caleb’s thirst took hold. He downed the whole bottle in a single long gulp, swallowing greedily. He hadn’t realized just how thirsty he was until he escaped the clutches of the Eaters—the adrenaline in his bloodstream had left him craving salt and water.

“Snacks?” Caleb asked.

There were no snack machines in the Item World hospital—but Desdemona had come prepared. She tossed Caleb a small bag of peanuts and a larger bag of beef jerky as he took a seat with his second bottle of water.

“Eat up,” she said, watching the double door with a worried eye. “Something tells me you’ll need your sustenance.”

She had enough for everyone. They ate in silence, each to their own devices. Eira savored it, Yui worried, Caleb let his mind wander through the planning stages of their escape. He only spoke up once, around the midpoint of the meal.

“These other hallways,” he said, gesturing behind him. “They don’t lead anywhere?”

Desdemona let out a rueful laugh. “There aren’t any hallways. It looks like there are, but they just… end. Evidently even the Item World version of the MacCammon Hospital isn’t fully completed yet.”

Shit. That meant that Desdemona was truly right. The only way for them to get to that annex, and to freedom, was through the same hallways he’d already seen. The hall of horror filled with blood, evil symbols, and even more evil monkey monsters.

Was he ready for that?

By the time he finished his second bottle of water and polished off the peanuts, he felt like he just might be. It was amazing what a full belly did to a guy, even in the most demanding of circumstances. What had seemed almost hopeless just a few minutes ago had now been broken down into a series of concrete steps in Caleb’s mind, leaving him all revved up and ready to go.

Let’s do this, he thought, rising from his seat.

Desdemona noticed the change in him immediately. “You’ve got a plan,” she said, sounding pleased. “You’re ready to do something.”

Caleb nodded. “That wave of light you summoned earlier,” he said, holding up his hands the same way she had done. “Can you do that again? Just one more time?”

Desdemona nodded. “It’s a powerful spell,” she said, glancing down at her fingers. “It takes a great deal of energy to cast, but I should be able to summon it once more. Afterwards, however, I may not be good for much.”

“That’s fine.” Caleb sensed that once was all they were going to need, one way or the other. “I just need you backing me up. Be ready to unleash the fury if I give you the command, alright?”

The other women were already making their way out of their seats. Eira gave him a knowing look, while Yui still appeared fearful.

“What’s the play?” the elf asked. Behind her, Yui wrung her hands. “You know about some hidden passageway or something?”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “The only way out is through.” He pointed at the big set of double doors he’d come through, picturing the mass of monstrous flesh waiting for them on the other side. “We get to the end of that hall, use the keycard, and get the fuck out of here. Everyone in agreement?”

All three women nodded.

“I’m with you,” Eira said. “I’m just not sure how we’re going to do this.”

“We give it everything we’ve got,” Caleb said. “And we’ve got a secret weapon. Come here, boy!”

At Caleb’s prompting, Cerebus came padding along the lobby floor. The three-headed beast was in Caleb’s arms within moments, licking his face with abandon. Two massive paws landed on his chest, nearly knocking him to the floor.

“Woah, good boy!” Caleb said, rubbing his pet’s fur vigorously. “Are you ready to go for a walk, boy?”

He could have sworn Cerebus understood him. The hellhound was much smarter than any of them gave him credit for; all three of his heads nodded as if he had heard all of Caleb’s plan and approved of it.

“Good,” Caleb said. “Because you’re up front, boy. The vanguard.”

The oversized mutt didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. Caleb led him to the big double doors, positioning himself just behind the beast. Desdemona stood directly behind him, with Eira and Yui bringing up the rear.

“You keep her safe,” Caleb charged the elf, speaking seriously. “Don’t you dare let anything happen to Yui.”

Eira produced one of her slender silver daggers and twirled it between her fingers. “Don’t worry. If anyone tries to lay a hand on Yui, they’ll lose that fucking hand!”

Caleb hoped so. As he stared at the doors, preparing himself, he thought about the hallways he’d run through. He was pretty sure he could find his way back to the annex and its locked door, as long as the hallways of this place didn’t shift like some of the Item Worlds he’d been in.

But if that was the case, they were screwed pretty much no matter what they did. Caleb shrugged. There was nothing for it, then.

Do or die.

“Let’s go!” Caleb kicked the door as hard as he could, slamming it open as he charged through the hallway, Cerebus at his side. All three of the creature’s heads roared, his jaws slavering with slobber as the hellhound sought out targets.

Behind him, his harem kept the pace. Desdemona’s head was on a swivel, her eyes darting this way and that for any threats lurking in the shadows. Her hands were halfway to her face, glowing faintly with the light of a readied spell.

So much adrenaline flowed through Caleb’s bloodstream that it took him a few moments to realize the hallway was empty.

He sputtered to a stop, grabbing Cerebus’s collar as he froze. If he hadn’t, the hellhound would have gone right on running, and left all of them behind. “What the fuck?”

Desdemona nearly bumped into him. “The Eaters are gone,” she said, recovering smoothly. “Well that’s a lucky break.”

“Are we sure it’s lucky?” Yui asked, peering into one of the little rooms on the side. “What the hell is badass enough to make those monsters run?”

Caleb wondered about that. There was no blood on the floor of the hospital hallway, which meant there hadn’t been a fight. Maybe the creatures had just packed up and gone home?

Yeah, Caleb thought sarcastically. And maybe I’m the King of England.

Something strange was going on here. Caleb wasn’t looking forward to discovering what it was.

“Everyone stay close,” he instructed the group. “Keep your eyes peeled. Desdemona, at the first sign of trouble…”

“I zap the trouble,” the older woman said with a faint smile. “Then Cerebus rips apart whatever pieces are left. Believe me, I’ve done this before. I’ll keep my head when the shit hits the fan.”

“I wish Lady Lachrymosa was here,” Yui whispered. “I’d feel a hell of a lot safer with a seven-foot vampire to keep us safe.”

“Me too,” Caleb agreed with a chuckle. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before our luck changes.”

At any moment, Caleb expected the monsters to strike. Every dark side hallway they passed, every open door with nothing but blackness within, all of them looked like an ambush to his eyes. But no attack came.

Soon he began wondering if it wouldn’t. Were they really that lucky?

They rounded one corner, then another. Eventually they made their way back to the hallway with the windows. The phantasmagoric background continued to churn in the distance, like the hospital and everyone within it floated inside the middle of a Magic Eye painting.

Caleb’s companions hadn’t seen the outside yet. To say that it was disconcerting would have been a major understatement.

“That is… weird,” Yui said, putting her face right up against the glass. Her eyes went crossed as she looked out across that rippling, churning expanse of color. “What is this? Is this what every Item World looks like when you strip away the scenery?”

“No one knows,” Desdemona said in a serious tone. “Caleb’s grandfather tried for years to solve the mystery of exactly what magic creates Item Worlds. If we could discover the mechanism by which an item is actually refined, truly Crafted, then we could change the world. It was Gene Holdstock’s greatest wish, in fact.”

Caleb could imagine. No wonder he wanted me to carry on his legacy, he thought, looking out into the gloaming. I’ll figure all of this out. Once I’m in the Senate, and Belleteyn’s dust, and I can focus on my family and my Crafting.

He just had to get there, first.

To Caleb’s shock, the bloodstains he’d seen in the hallway where he’d entered were gone. The tile floor gleamed faintly, as if a custodian had just been through with a bucket and a mop.

“The fuck?” he gasped. “Where’d all the blood go?”

The Eaters couldn’t have cleaned it up. He wouldn’t have trusted those beasts to push the button on a dishwasher, much less soak up bloodstains. Could they have merely been a hallucination? A figment of his feverish imagination?

Caleb didn’t think so. But then again, he wasn’t sure what to think.

“What’s wrong?” Desdemona asked. A worried look flickered across her face. “This not what you were expecting?”

“Have the hallways changed?” Yui asked, sounding on the verge of panic.

“No.” Caleb shook his head. “At least, I don’t think so. But this was different when I came through the first time.”

Hesitantly, he stuck his head through one of the doorways near the room where he’d entered the hospital. He still had a visceral memory of what he’d seen inside—a severed head sitting on a dentist’s chair, surrounded by arcane symbols.

He blinked. The room was empty.

What the fuck?

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Caleb said. “The camera crew—they were here. They’d been ripped apart, torn to shreds and scattered around the floor like something from a horror movie. And now they’re gone, like they were never here!”

“That’s… that’s a good thing, right?” Eira managed. “Maybe it was some kind of trick. Maybe the reporters are okay.”

Caleb and Desdemona shared a look. Not likely, that look said.

“Maybe,” Caleb said, keeping his expression neutral. “But I wish I knew what happened to them.”

“It’s simple,” said a booming voice. “I ate them.”


Chapter 17

Caleb and his companions froze in their tracks.

The big double doors leading to the annex were just up ahead—they were, in point of fact, so close that he could have tossed a stone and hit one of the glass panels in the door. He could see the little blinking light on the card swipe, and knew that the keycard in his pocket would open that door and their path to freedom.

He got one last look at it as the thing descended from the ceiling. For a moment Caleb’s eyes refused to accept it, denied the reality of what he was seeing. It floated from a hole in the ceiling tiles, as sleek as a dagger and as pale as bone. Its skin was faintly wet, the consistency of cartilage, and its two beady black eyes peered at Caleb and his harem with a mixture of amusement and hate.

If the hallway had suddenly flooded with water from floor to ceiling, this would be the shark that came swimming through the halls of the hospital. Two large fins unfurled from the creature’s sides, allowing it to float in mid-air as if the center of the hallway were filled with water. Its mouth stretched nearly halfway down its torpedo-like body, a narrow slit lined with razor-sharp teeth. Its spines—

It had spines. Barbs, really. As Caleb stared at them, little arcs of electricity shot between them. He recalled the monster lying slain in the middle of the hallway with those electrified barbs through its skin; he shivered.

This monster had killed that beast. It was large enough and powerful enough to scare away a whole hoard of Eaters.

Just what the fuck had he run into?

“I ate them all,” the creature chortled. When it spoke, Caleb could see that it had a mouth full of sharp, pointed teeth. “And I’m still hungry.”

“Not my problem,” Caleb said, Kerberos growling beside him. “Let us pass.”

He could feel the monster’s beady black eyes sizing him up. With an almost imperceptible flick of the shark’s head, it turned that same predatory gaze on the other members of Caleb’s party.

The fear in the back of Caleb’s mind turned to anger. 

“You look like juicy enough morsels,” the shark growled. Its mouth barely moved when it spoke, and Caleb realized that the voice he heard didn’t come directly from the beast’s body—it saturated the room, like the invisible water through which the creature swam. “Though that one looks like it might disturb my digestion…”

The creature had pointed with a fin at Desdemona.

She let out a harsh bark of a laugh. “You don’t know the half of it.”

A rumble escaped the stomach of the beast. The tiny bolts of lightning continued to shoot between the shark’s spines, illuminating the faces of Caleb and his party, but when he really looked, he noticed something strange. They were weaker than before, almost like candles on the verge of sputtering out.

It’s wounded, Caleb realized. Killing all those Eaters must have taken some of the fight out of it.

“I will make you a deal,” the shark growled, further confirming Caleb’s suspicions. “Give me a snack, and I will let you pass. The elf, perhaps, or the other young one with you.” Caleb sensed the creature frowning in Desdemona’s direction. “Not that one. Too stringy.”

Caleb shook his head. Was this beast for real?

“If you think I’m going to let you eat any of my girls, you’re even more damaged than you’re letting on.” Caleb stepped forward, a surge of confidence filling him. This beast was wounded. It was trying to bargain.

He could handle this.

“I hunger,” the shark rumbled. It spoke as if this explained everything — and for the beast, it probably did. Hunger was a powerful motivator, a primal one. “You dare to keep me from feeding, mortal? After I have cleared the way?”

Caleb looked back and forth across the now-cleaned lobby. “You’ve done alright. That’s why we’re not going to gang up on you, beast.”

He felt the shark stiffen.

“You versus me,” Caleb said, preparing a surge of power. “One on one—”

A hand came down on his shoulder.

Desdemona stood at his side, watching the shark float in mid-air through narrowed lids. “I believe this son of a bitch called me stringy,” she said, tossing her long hair over one shoulder. “And implied that I’m not a choice morsel?”

Caleb looked into her eyes and smiled. “You sure you can handle this?” he asked her in a low voice.

Desdemona rolled her eyes. “I’ve been around the block a few times, Caleb. There are more things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamed of in your philosophy—and most definitely in the philosophy of this thing. Everything he sees is something to kill and eat.”

Caleb nodded. “Alright. Go for it.”

The shark looked shocked. “You will not fight me?” it chortled, its beady black eyes filling with malice. “You send one of your women to do it for you — your elderly woman?”

Yui and Eira gasped. 

“Are you gonna take that?” the elf girl asked.

Desdemona was not. “Elderly,” she snarled, shaking her head. “Big words from a talking shark!”

At the last syllable, she released the power she’d been holding. A tiny hole sizzled through the air above the shark’s head, like a tear in a tapestry. A bolt of lightning shot through it, striking the beast directly above its eyes.

“Aaaaagh!” The shark dove forward, flapping its fins as it shot towards Desdemona like an arrow. “You bitch—!”

A wall of lightning rose in front of Caleb and his companions.

The shark struck it and froze, shaking like a leaf in a strong wind. Tendrils of lightning formed a latticework of pure electricity, like a spider web designed by the God of Thunder. As Caleb watched, the tendrils wrapped around the shark’s body, forming thick bands that both restrained and constantly shocked it.

“Hungry…” the shark growled. A long pink tongue emerged from its mouth that was as long as Gene Simmons’s, shaking back and forth feebly. “So hungry…”

“You should have thought of that before you insulted us,” Desdemona said. “You could have moved aside and lived to feed another day.”

“Get him, Dezzie!” Eira cried, her hands balled into fists over her head. “Whoo!”

Both Yui and Eira were cheering. When Caleb glanced over, he noticed how flushed their faces had become. Were they turned on from watching Desdemona fight?

He decided he couldn’t blame them. Watching the woman do what she was best at was a turn-on for him, too.

Desdemona extended a hand, lifting it high. Slowly, with the patience of someone slotting the final piece of a complicated and difficult puzzle into its place, she balled her fingers into a fist.

And the spider’s web collapsed.

It wrapped around the shark tighter than tight, filling the entire lobby with electric sparks. A ball of lightning as bright as the sun flashed in Caleb’s eyes, and he threw his hands in front of his face lest he be blinded. Somewhere across the room, he could hear Eira and Yui taking similar precautions.

The smell of smoke and cooked fish filled the lobby. Caleb’s mouth began to water.

How ironic, he thought, forcing down the feeling. Now I’m the hungry one.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d had his hands over his eyes when he heard Desdemona’s voice. “It’s alright,” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “It’s over.”

Caleb opened his eyes. The shark lay on the floor, dead as a stone. Black smoke poured from the remains of its body. Crisscrossing lines of char marks covered its body where the tongues of electricity had lashed it, giving it the consistency of a perfectly-cooked steak.

“Sorry I didn’t warn you,” Desdemona said, scrutinizing his eyes. “I should have given you a head’s up before the flash. That easily could have left you half-blinded for a while, which wouldn’t be good.”

Caleb blinked. A few spots floated before his eyes, but they’d already begun to fade. “It’s alright. I’m fine. Nice job, by the way.”

Desdemona beamed. “Thank you, Caleb.”

Both Eira and Yui were alright, though they’d been affected more by the blinding light than he had. Caleb had just finished giving them a once-over when a sound from the other side of the lobby caught his attention.

The door let out a single, energetic beep. And opened.

The lock disengaged as the double doors swung open soundlessly. Caleb and his women were free.

They fell through the open entrance like the last survivors of a shipwreck staggering onto dry ground. Behind them, the corpse of the shark beast lay steaming, its body dissolving like a sugar cube dropped in tea as the pounding Caleb and his girls laid on it sent it off of this mortal coil. Caleb didn’t even spare the beast a backward glance as he walked into the lobby, his gait unsteady.

He recognized the room immediately. This was the same space they’d been inside of previously—the auditorium where Caleb made his grand speech announcing his candidacy for the Wyrdworld Senate. Though the furniture was different, the contours of the room remained the same.

The golden flag sat in the room’s center, right next to the staircase. Caleb didn’t even give the path leading upwards a second glance. If the First Stratum of the hospital was this dangerous, he didn’t want to see the second.

“We made it,” he told the women. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!”

All of them were eager to escape along with him. They patted each other on the back as they crossed the room, heading to the flag. It stood silently, unmoving despite the faint currents of air conditioning throughout the building.

That’s weird, Caleb said as he approached the exit flag. It almost doesn’t look real…

The flag winked out of existence.

There was no puff of smoke, no divine wave of light. One moment it was there, and the next it was gone. A cry of shock and frustration erupted from Caleb, and behind him he heard his companions echo it.

“The fuck?” Eira said. “The exit’s gone!”

“Now what do we need to do?” Yui asked.

“That was a hell of a job!” A feminine voice giggled. “I really didn’t know you had it in you, Caleb. You murdered that poor innocent creature…”

Caleb froze. He knew that voice.

“You,” he growled, turning toward the stairs. There, standing on the bottommost step leading to the Second Stratum of the Item World, was the last person he’d ever have wanted to see.

Belleteyn D’Amore.

She looked even more corrupted than she had the last time they’d faced each other. Back then, Belleteyn had already traded in her all-black uniform and her dour demeanor for pink skirts, fishnet stockings, and hair ties, but now she’d truly gone whole-hog with the whole ‘bimbo’ thing. Her lips looked like they’d been stung by bees, and her hair was such a brilliant shade of blonde that it looked almost white.

The dress she had on… well, it was definitely designed to catch the male gaze. As tight as a second skin and bubblegum pink, it clung to Belleteyn’s altered body in a mass of ribbons, curls, and lace. If Disney ever fell so far as to start making porn versions of its fairy tale pictures, Caleb felt certain that dress would feature in a number of appearances.

Belleteyn noticed Caleb staring and grinned. “Like what you see, boytoy? I mean, of course you would. I’m like, so hawt!”

“Belleteyn.” Desdemona’s voice was like ice. “What are you doing here?”

From the corner of his eye, Caleb saw Eira shove Yui behind her.

“Me?” The bounty hunter looked honestly shocked by the question. “I just came to gloat, baby! This is the end of the line for you all, and I just couldn’t resist showing up to rub your faces in it one last time!”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “You’re wrong. We’ve passed the test. You shouldn’t have come here, Belleteyn.” He took a step forward, lifting his vorlesen. “You’ve fucked up for the last time.”

“I’ve fucked up!?” The bounty hunter snorted. “I’m not the one who let a sex tape derail my campaign!” She put a hand against her forehead, peering around the lobby. “Where is that cute little succubus, anyway? She’s so cute that I was thinking of offering her a position in my harem once you’re dead!”

“She didn’t get caught by your bullshit,” Caleb said harshly. God, please let that be true. “Are those cat ears?”

A pair of malkini tips peeked out from Belleteyn’s hair. Was the woman part malkini now? Caleb knew she’d been corrupted by the catgirls, but he’d never speculated that she could get this far gone. It was more than a little frightening to consider.

“Hmm?” Belleteyn brushed the side of her head, giggling with delight. “Yep! I’ve got a tail, too, but I won’t let you see that, you naughty boy!” She winked at Caleb, as if flirting and fighting were part and parcel of the same thing to her. “Not unless you agree to kneel down and worship me, at least!”

“I’d never do that,” Caleb said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Never.”

“Wait.” Yui furrowed her brows together. “What do you mean, she joins your harem?”

That part had flown right over Caleb’s head. A sinister smile spread across Belleteyn’s face, like she’d just been waiting for someone to point that out.

“My harem is much bigger than yours,” the bounty hunter said in a matter-of-fact tone. “But it could always be even bigger! Once I beat you and make it onto the Celestial Senate, I’m going to put all of you in my harem, right at the bottom of the totem pole! You’re going to have to live out of the spotlight from now on, Caleb!”

“Your harem…” Caleb wracked his brain, and came up with the only answer he could think of. “You think the malkini are your harem!?”

“Um, duh!” Belleteyn looked at him like he’d just asked the stupidest question she’d ever heard. “I’m the Mistress of the Malkini, brah! They’re all mine, and I’m all theirs!”

“Madness,” Desdemona whispered. “Belleteyn, you’ve gone completely insane! The malkini belong to the Wyrdworld—one person can’t possibly handle them all…”

“That’s where you’re wrong. The malkini don’t belong to the Wyrdworld—they’re not even supposed to be here! You don’t understand the first thing about them, but I do! They love me! They worship me!”

Caleb took a step forward. “Only because you corrupted them. Mitzi would never have joined your fucked-up crusade if it wasn’t for that serpent statue!”

A wicked smile spread across Belleteyn’s face. “And who gave me that statue, Caleb? Hmm? Did I build it myself? Did I craaaaft it?”

Damn it! Acid seethed in his gut. Belleteyn was right about one thing—Caleb had himself to blame for the situation with the malkini. He’d played right into Belleteyn’s hands, accepting a high dollar Crafting contract from a mysterious buyer only known as M. Despite Lady Lachrymosa’s best attempts, she hadn’t been able to discover the identity of the buyer.

That was because it hadn’t turned out to be a single buyer. M stood for malkini—all of the malkini, working with Belleteyn D’Amore to cough up the funds to hire Caleb. He’d been tasked with Crafting a diamond the size of a beach ball, which had transformed into the means by which Belleteyn took the rest of the malkini and stole them away from their homes. Like the fucking Pied Piper.

“None of that matters,” Caleb said, bracing himself for a fight. He didn’t believe a word that came out of the bounty hunter’s mouth when it came to gloating—the only reason Belleteyn would have shown her face in the Item World was if she were spoiling for a fight. He was ready to give her one, too. “You made a huge mistake coming here. Now we’re going to stop you once and for all!”

The bounty hunter took another step up the stairs. For a moment, Caleb wondered if she intended to run; to race up to the Second Stratum and escape his wrath. She looked like she was trending in that direction.

Then she glanced down at Caleb and grinned. She cocked a finger like the lady of the manor instructing a servant. “Come and get me, bitch!”

Caleb wasn’t that stupid. He raced toward the stairs, but pivoted at the last second. Instead of going up the stairwell, he ran alongside it, his vorlesen lifted over his head.

The ruby eyes gleamed. A wave of force rippled from the silver dog’s mouth.

And Belleteyn D’Amore was thrown from the stairs.

The bounty hunter landed in a heap, her skirts flying over her head. She looked like a living mass of ribbons and lace, and Cerebus was on her even before she managed to rise to her feet. The three-headed hellhound pounced on Belleteyn, pinning her to the floor with his massive paws.

All right! Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat. He hadn’t expected the fight to be this easy. Was this all it took to bring Belleteyn down?

He walked over to the dog and stood over Belleteyn. “Good boy,” he said, patting the back of one of the hellhound’s necks. “Now let’s find the exit.”

Eira gave a little start. “What? Aren’t we going to kill her now?”

Caleb shook his head. “Murder her in an Item World? That’s hardly sporting—plus, no one would believe she was really dead without evidence.” He already had a different plan in mind. “No, we bring her home to Hades. In chains.” He turned to his harem. “Once she’s held accountable for her crimes, no one will vote for her. Or she’ll be forced to drop out…”

Caleb trailed off. His blood turned to ice water in his veins.

Standing just behind Yui, grinning like a stuffed fox, was Alecto the Fae.


Chapter 18

“Fancy seeing you here, Crafter,” the Fae said. “I thought you had better sense than this. Did you really just want to risk my wrath a second time?”

Everyone went as still as statues. Then Yui slowly turned, looking up at the ageless woman with the terrified expression of a horror movie character who’d just run afoul of the monster. “No—”

The Fae reached out and snaked an arm around Yui’s waist. “Pretty little thing,” Alecto whispered. Her nostrils flared as she buried her face in Yui’s shoulder, then her eyes widened. “And part Fae! No wonder you managed to squeeze your way into the Crafter’s harem, despite your lack of qualifications.”

“Put. Her. Down.”

Caleb said it with more force than he’d ever mustered before. The edges of his vision went red, the world blurring as he forced himself to look at the hideous sight of Alecto embracing Yui.

The woman who was carrying his child.

This was exactly what he didn’t want to happen. The nightmare scenario was unfolding right now, and from the look on her face, Alecto was loving every moment of it.

“Help!” Yui cried. Her eyes rolled in their sockets, animal panic infiltrating her movements despite her best attempts to remain calm. “Fuck, Caleb, help me!”

“Why don’t you help your woman, Crafter. Use that big, hard rod of yours to punish me the way I deserve!”

Caleb took a step forward, then thought better of it. The Fae meant to goad him—if he directly attacked her, she’d use Yui as a human shield. He knew Alecto would thrill to nothing so much as if he accidentally hurt one of his women. She’d be overjoyed if he brought Yui pain, and if he somehow injured the baby, the Fae woman would probably die from bliss.

He lowered his vorlesen. “Let her go,” he repeated, staring straight into Alecto’s eyes. “Before you cross a line that can’t be uncrossed.”

The Fae woman’s eyes rose. “Cross a line?” she hissed, her face filling with hatred. “You don’t even know where the lines are. You color outside of them like a toddler, spilling your foul markings everywhere. Except that even toddlers are better behaved than you.”

“Last chance,” he said, taking a step backward. “Release her, or I’ll do something you’ll regret.”

He walked until he was standing directly over Belleteyn D’Amore. The bounty hunter still lay beneath Cerebus’s mighty paws, squirming gently. She wasn’t trying seriously to get away, though, not with Alecto so close. She looked like she wanted to see what was going to happen next.

The vorlesen felt good in Caleb’s hands. As he switched it to a two-handed grip, holding it aloft like a club, he felt almost righteous. The bounty hunter glanced up at him, her face only just now beginning to fill with fear.

She was no longer fully human. And definitely no longer fully sane.

“I’ll kill her,” Caleb said through gritted teeth. “Don’t think I won’t. I’ll smash her head in until her fucking brains are on the floor!”

A smug smile spread across Alecto’s face. “You think I give a damn about that?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. “Go on, Crafter. Murder her. If you can stomach the blood on your hands, then make her bleed!”

She can’t possibly mean that, Caleb thought. He shook his head.

“Without Belleteyn, you’ve got nothing,” he said, glaring at the Fae. It was a stab in the dark, little more than an attempt to get under her skin, but when he said it he saw her eyes widen a fraction.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Alecto said.

But Caleb was already speaking over top of her.

“Why else would you go to so much trouble to get Belleteyn into that Senate seat?” he asked, almost beginning to laugh. “You don’t give a shit about her, or even about me when you get right down to it. This is all about power. What, did Belleteyn promise you she’d always vote however you wanted on the Senate floor? That she’d read the speeches you write for her, and not miss a single word?”

“Shut up!” Alecto roared. Her grip tightened around Yui’s midsection, which made Caleb wince. The Fae lashed out with her free hand, tapping her palm with two fingers, and a slender dagger slid out of a hidden compartment in her sleeve. Runes covered it—the same runes Caleb had seen in that strange symbol he’d woken up on in the hospital.

What the hell did that mean?

“I’m offering you a prisoner exchange,” he said, unperturbed. He wasn’t about to let Alecto get under his skin, no matter how hard she tried. “I’ll let Belleteyn go, and you release Yui. Then we all leave this place and let the voters decide how the chips fall. How’s that sound?”

“Caleb, no!” Desdemona was aghast. “We’ve captured Belleteyn! We’ve won! It would be a sin to let her escape!”

He knew that. And he felt the same way, in fact. But Alecto had Yui.

She had the future mother of his child. Holding her hostage.

Nothing was more important than that.

“What do you say?” Caleb asked, ignoring Desdemona for the moment. “Let her go, and I’ll release Belleteyn. You have my word.”

Alecto snarled. For a horrifying, stomach churning moment, he thought the answer was going to be no—that instead, the Fae woman was about to take that slender dagger and stab it deep into Yui’s neck. If she had, the rage that Caleb would have unleashed in that Item World would have made Ragnarök itself seem sedate by comparison.

Maybe that was why Alecto thought twice. The dagger slipped back into her sleeve, and her eyes narrowed.

“Take the bitch,” she growled, shoving Yui toward Caleb. “And give me my minion!”

Caleb couldn’t believe it. He ran forward and scooped up Yui, holding her tight. She sobbed as she fell into his arms, burying her face against his chest. She trembled like a leaf.

“Give me Belleteyn,” Alecto growled, reaching out with one hand. “Now!”

“Fuck that,” Desdemona whispered. “Don’t do it! Let’s finish this!”

Caleb was about to tell her just that. Alecto never played by the rules, so why should he? He’d just won—he’d gotten the girl and captured the villain. Alecto could stew and scream about how unfair it was, but there was little the Fae could do to stop him.

Unfortunately, his loyal dog hadn’t gotten the memo.

The moment Yui was in his arms, Cerebus hopped off of Belleteyn and ran over to them both. The hellhound started licking Yui’s face, putting its broad body between her and the woman who’d just threatened her.

Later, Caleb would be able to tell himself it wasn't the hellhound’s fault. In fact, Cerebus was doing exactly what Caleb found most important—protecting the harem. Even Belleteyn was a circus peanut compared to them.

But the hellhound had freed the bounty hunter for a moment. And a moment was all Belleteyn needed.

“Ha!” the bounty hunter shrieked, taking off like a rocket. “Can’t catch me, Caleb!”

Caleb let her go. He could have given chase, but there was no way he was going to the second Stratum of the Item World. Not after everything he’d been through on the first floor of the hospital. Belleteyn might live to fight another day, but there would be other days. And there was the election to think about.

The bounty hunter and the Fae raced up the stairs. Then, just before both of them crossed the threshold and passed into the Second Stratum, Belleteyn turned around.

“You don’t have a choice!” she teased, pulling something from her pocket. “If you want to get out of here, Caleb, you’d better follow me!”

Caleb’s heart sank.

Belleteyn D’Amore was holding the fucking exit flag.

“Give that back!” Eira shrieked, leaping for the stairs. But it was far too late—both women were a step away from crossing over. They’d stopped that close to the line on purpose, so they could taunt Caleb without any risk to themselves.

Caleb roared, but that only made Belleteyn and Alecto giggle. The Fae in particular looked pleased by this turn of events, her eyes shining with a bitterly brilliant glow as she watched Caleb embrace his harem.

“I’ll be waiting for you, Caleb,” the Fae said, nibbling her bottom lip. “You won’t like what you find upstairs. Come on up and see me sometime!”

“You can only leave if you agree to serve me!” Belleteyn giggled. “Mmh, you’ll be such a fun plaything in my harem, Caleb! And all your girls are so pretty…!”

Bile filled the back of Caleb’s throat.

Good luck, Crafter,” Alecto said.

Then both of them were gone, disappearing into the Second Stratum like wisps of smoke.

The annex grew quiet. Caleb continued to hug Yui, calming her through the worst of her sobs. Eira looked crestfallen, and all three of Cerebus’s heads drooped like he’d just spilled a whole bowl of dog food.

Only Desdemona seemed to still be in decent spirits. “So we will have to ascend to the Second Stratum,” she said, slowly walking a circle around the staircase. “Unless that was a bluff, and Belleteyn hid the true exit flag somewhere else in this building.”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “I doubt it. She’s not clever enough for that. Alecto, maybe.”

Desdemona nodded. “I agree. It’s a rarity that an Item World’s flag can be moved in such a manner. Were this pocket universe not trapped in the midst of a Cascade, it wouldn’t be possible.” She grew grave, placing her fist against her chin. “It’s almost as if the universe itself conspired to make this possible.”

“Nah, it’s not the universe,” Eira said. “It’s the fucking Fae. I don’t know what you did to piss off Alecto so badly, babe, but you really did. She’s on the goddamn warpath.”

“I know,” Caleb said. He was still hugging Yui, helping her through the worst of her shaking. She was already beginning to settle down, but getting her up those stairs and through the Second Stratum was going to be one hell of an undertaking. “You’re sure there’s no other way out of here, Dez? No hidden exit we could sneak out of that leads back to Hades?”

She flashed a rueful smile and spread her arms. “If only. Your grandfather, perhaps, might have known of such a way. If it was ever possible, I’ve certainly lost the ability to find it.”

Caleb nodded. “Alright, then. We go up the stairs and keep fighting.”

Yui’s face left his chest then. “That’s just what that bitch wants us to do!”

“I know that, too,” Caleb said with a sigh. “But there’s no other way. We’re playing into Alecto’s hands, but we’ve just got to keep playing.”

“Playing it to the fucking hilt,” Eira said with a fierce grin.

Desdemona cleared her throat. “I believe we can do this, Caleb,” she said, holding his hand. “Moreover, I believe we can triumph. This might be our chance, right here and now. If we can stop Alecto, or trick her into binding herself to us, and then bring Belleteyn D’Amore back to Hades in chains… well. Let’s just say the remainder of your political career should be smooth sailing.”

It was said so frankly that it almost made Caleb laugh. “Alright, then. Let’s do it.”

Together, the group headed up the stairs. The Second Stratum was their destiny.

Win or lose, they were headed to challenge Belleteyn and Alecto.


Chapter 19

“This,” Caleb said, looking around, “is not at all what I expected.”

The group stood at the top of the narrow stairwell leading to the Second Stratum of the Item World located within the MacCammon Hospital. According to conventional logic—logic that had been stamped into him by his tutors almost since he learned what Crafting and Item Worlds were—the second level of a dungeon was far more dangerous than the first. Exponentially so.

So Caleb hadn’t been certain what to expect at the top of the stairs. Another floor of the hospital, perhaps, filled with even more powerful and vicious monsters than the ones that filled the first level’s halls.

Instead, Caleb and his companions found themselves in a smoky, dimly lit hall.

Mirrors hung on the wall, which at first had made him think of the funhouse inside of his first Item World. But these weren’t made to distort reflections or provide an endless array of them, but to allow the person or people who lived here to check their hair and makeup.

Large wardrobes stood at intervals, stuffed full of clothing that wouldn’t have been out of place in a Broadway show or a fancy chorus line. Everything was bathed in a dim, romantic ambience—just like the first floor of the hospital, the light came from no source that Caleb could see. It merely existed.

Wordlessly, Eira went over to one of the wardrobes. She pulled out a sparkling dress covered in costume jewelry, with a neckline so low that anyone wearing it would have been the center of attention. The top was a deep, rich crimson, while the hem was completely black. A gradient ran between both colors.

“This looks like something you’d see in a stage show,” Eira said, rubbing the material between her fingers. “A nice one. This is expensive stuff, you guys!”

“Don’t touch anything.” Desdemona looked around warily, her eyes narrowing at the sudden change in scenery. “I don’t trust this place one bit. The Second Stratum should be much more dangerous than the first—just walking around it ought to put one in peril. And this doesn’t look at all like the hospital.” She walked over and stared into one of the mirrors, running her fingers through her hair. “No. Not at all…”

Caleb was glad that the second floor looked so aggressively normal. It would make it easier for him to catch up with Belleteyn and Alecto. For that was what he needed to do, if they were going to get out of there.

“No time to dawdle,” he told the group. “Hey, Cerebus!”

The hellhound had been the last member of the party to make his way up the stairs. The dog sniffed around with all three heads, one of which sneezed at the rich scent of sandalwood and cedar in the hallway.

“Sic ‘em, boy!” Caleb said, patting the hellhound on one of its heads. “Go find our target!”

Cerebus continued to sniff the ground for a few moments, then stiffened.

“He’s got the scent,” Desdemona said, her tone filling with amazement. “Nice work.”

The hellhound let out a howl and gestured to the direction of the leftmost hallway.

“He said they went that way,” Caleb cried.

Together, they made their way through the boudoir, with Cerebus in the lead. Caleb expected the scenery to change at every turn in the halls, or for some hideous monsters to come pouring out of the darkness and attack.

He couldn’t say that he was disappointed, exactly, that that didn’t happen. But it was strange, to be sure. Strange in the extreme.

“What the fuck is this place?” Caleb asked at one junction. Cerebus was sniffing around, trying to pick up Belleteyn and Alecto’s scent. “I feel like I’ve been invited to some rich woman’s bedroom. Like she’s about to come out in fancy lingerie.”

There was definitely plenty of the stuff lying around. The deeper they traveled into the Second Stratum, the more Caleb noticed the fabrics stuffed in the wardrobes getting skimpier and skimpier. At first they’d looked like stage costumes, now they resembled what an extremely classy stripper might wear during her shift. Or a rich celebrity trying to seduce a man.

“I’m not sure,” Desdemona admitted. “So much about Item Worlds are still poorly understood. Is this some kind of storage space? Or is it merely noise in the celestial firmament, order created out of chaos?”

“That’s bullshit,” Eira said. “There’s a method to this madness. Look at these panties!” She withdrew a pair of pink, crotchless undergarments from a nearby drawer. “The outfits are getting sluttier the deeper in we go. There’s a narrative here, and we’ve got to figure it out.”

“You know what I think?” Caleb asked.

Everyone turned to him. He noted how pale Yui looked, then spoke.

“Belleteyn was talking about having every malkini in the Wyrdworld in her harem,” Caleb said, resting his hand on the lid of one of the drawers. “She actually wants to have thousands of women at her beck and call. She’s got conquest on her mind.”

“And?” Eira asked, interested.

Caleb gestured around. “This is where she’s planning on putting them all. This is where she’s going to keep her harem.”

Eira’s brows furrowed together. “Inside of an Item World?”

“An Item World created by a hospital?” Desdemona added.

“Maybe not exactly that,” Caleb said, thinking. “But there’s intention here, don’t you think? Maybe this world was created out of Belleteyn’s thoughts, somehow. She wished for a place to keep all her malkini servants, and this is it. Or there’s something else going on with Item Worlds that even we don’t understand.”

Yui paled even further. Her lithe body began to tremble. “I don’t feel so good.”

Caleb was with her in the blink of an eye. Panic flared within him—was she injured? Had she been pricked by Alecto’s dagger and he hadn’t noticed it?

He ran his hands over her body while she pressed it against him. No blood. No bruises that he could see. She was whole and unharmed.

Except she seemed to be fucking terrified.

“Yui, what’s wrong?” Caleb asked, his hands going to her hips. She liked it when he did that—she said it always made her feel safe. “Are you still feeling freaked out because of what Alecto did?” He forced a smile, doing his best to fill her with confidence. “I won’t let her touch you again—”

“It’s not that.” Yui sounded like she was on the edge of a panic attack. He’d never heard her sound like this before, not even when their lives were in mortal danger. “It’s not Alecto, Caleb. It’s this place. There’s something wrong with this place!”

Caleb wasn’t sure what she meant, but he believed her. He looked around, searching for anything that seemed out of place or sinister in any way. Other than the fact that it felt like they were traipsing through someone’s private boudoir, he couldn’t put his finger on any.

“I know,” he said, putting a hand on the small of Yui’s back. “We’ll get out of here as soon as we can, okay? I promise.”

Yui acted as if she hadn’t heard him. She was trembling; her whole body shook like leaves in an autumn wind. “My… my blood,” she whispered, rubbing her upper arm with one hand. “My blood is so, so cold…”

Caleb held her up just before she fell. In a heartbeat, Desdemona was by his side, placing the back of her hand against Yui’s forehead.

“She’s in a bad way,” Dez said, her face lined with concern. “Her Fae blood is reacting to this place. I have no idea why, but it's causing some kind of reaction inside of Yui.” Her gaze flickered back to the stairs. “I think we need to carry her back down to the hospital, Caleb. I’m worried what might happen if we leave her up here much longer—”

“She will be fine,” a voice said.

Alecto stepped out of the darkness. She’d been just up at the next turn, a few steps ahead of them the whole time. A sly smile spread across the Fae’s face.

“I mean, none of you will be fine,” she said, making a steeple of her fingers. “But being here won’t hurt your little slut too badly. This place is partially her home, after all.”

Yui’s home? Caleb’s mind worked feverishly, putting together the puzzle pieces the Fae woman was handing out. He didn’t have the full picture yet—but what he could see of it, he didn’t like.

“We’re in the Fae realm right now, aren’t we?” he asked, staring down Alecto. He stepped forward, placing himself between the Fae and his harem. “That’s why Yui is reacting so strongly.”

“Smart boy!” Alecto beamed. “You’re smarter than your grandfather, at least. Though you’ve certainly inherited his tendency to throw yourself into trouble at the first opportunity.”

Caleb was stunned. “You knew my grandfather!?”

Alecto laughed, then waved a finger in the group’s face. “Enough questions.” Her pale eyes seemed to stare right through Caleb, even through the walls of this Item World. He wondered what it was she saw with those ageless orbs, but he reckoned he didn’t want to know.

“That doesn’t make any sense.” Caleb glanced back over his shoulder. Desdemona had pulled some kind of vial from her pack and was feeding the contents to Yui, chanting softly all the while. “I don’t know how you managed to connect the First Stratum of an Item World to the Fae Realm, but you’ve interfered with my Crafting—”

He glanced back down the hall.

Alecto stood a single step in front of him, grinning from ear to ear.

The effect was so disconcerting that Caleb nearly fell backward and toppled to the carpet on his ass. Only quick thinking kept him on his feet—otherwise, he’d have been easy prey for the Fae woman.

“I haven’t stitched anything together,” Alecto said, her brows furrowing together slightly. “You left the first Stratum of this little Item World and came straight to my domain. Down there, you were almost a match for me, but up here I’m supreme. You can’t touch me now, Crafter.”

Caleb’s mouth worked soundlessly. “That can’t be true,” he said, glancing over at Yui and Desdemona. “Yui can sense your realm. We’re not in an Item World any longer. We’re in the Fae Realm.”

A small smile played across Alecto’s features. “You know, you really should just give up now. It will be much easier for you all.”

“Where is the exit?” Caleb demanded. “Step aside and let us pass, and we’ll have no quarrel. You can see my girl is sick—we need to leave.”

“Where’s Belleteyn?” Eira shot over her shoulder.

Alecto’s head darted to the side, moving like a snake’s. “The bounty hunter isn’t here,” she said, grinning. “I took her back to Hades, like the good little vessel she is. She’s probably telling the press all about how you got an entire auditorium of reporters killed, right now.”

Lies! Caleb knew he wasn’t responsible for that. If anything, Alecto was. But he kept his mouth shut, waiting for an opportunity to either break past the Fae woman or trick her.

He sensed that Alecto wouldn’t be so easily fooled, however. What’s the old saying? Caleb asked himself. Fool me once, shame on me; fool me twice, shame on me?

His musings distracted him for a moment. When he came back to himself, Alecto was leaning forward, her voice still dropped in that conspiratorial whisper. “You know, you didn’t actually kill all of them,” she said, practically giggling with delight. “Would you like to see?”

Caleb wouldn’t. What he’d really have liked was for the Fae to step aside—either for her to let them pass or for her to surrender. But he wasn’t getting either of his wishes.

Alecto took a step backward, then turned and walked down the hall with a flourish. “Follow me,” she said, stepping around the corner.

Caleb and his party watched numbly for long moments. Relief flooded him as soon as the Fae was out of view—he wanted no part of whatever she was planning.

“Should we go?” Eira asked. “She seems pretty adamant.”

Desdemona shook her head. “Yui is burning up,” she whispered, putting a hand against Yui’s forehead. “Caleb, she needs to get out of here. I’m taking her downstairs—”

She turned as she spoke. Alecto stood in front of her like a brick wall.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the Fae snarled.

The entire hall went dark. The lights that had illuminated their way winked out like they’d never been there, plunging Caleb and his harem into total darkness.

Yui moaned, Eira let out a yelp, and even Desdemona released a low, worried sound that Caleb felt in his bones.

The lights were only off for a few moments. When they came back on, they were surrounded by an entire squadron of Alectos.

“I am the ruler of this realm,” all of the Fae woman’s copies said in unison. The effect made Caleb’s teeth ache and his mind scream. “In this world, I am GOD. Now follow me, Caleb, lest I stop the hearts of your women in their chests.”

All the Alectos save for one vanished. The final Fae woman—the real one, he thought—walked around the corner, giving them an irritated look before disappearing.

“Pointed God,” Eira whispered. “We’re done for.”

“She’s just trying to scare us,” Caleb muttered. “She’s bluffing. Keep it together, and we’ll get out of this.”

Forcing himself to look more confident than he felt, Caleb led his companions around the corner. The hallway already looked different than it had a few minutes ago. Where it had knotted around and around at right angles like a labyrinth, now it was a simple, straight line.

At the end of the hall was a single wooden door. Caleb opened it.

Inside lay a square room, bereft of ornamentation. The carpet was so thick that Caleb’s shoes sank into the plush fabric, which was the brilliant crimson shade of newly spilled blood.

The room stank of fear. A single male elf knelt in the chamber’s center, his pointed ears pulled back and his features pinched with terror. One of the camera crew, Caleb realized. No, not a cameraman. A reporter.

Imani Nox could doubtless have identified the elf, but Caleb only knew him as a face on a screen. The genial air he had for viewers of Wyrdworld News was nowhere to be seen. The poor fool was terrified.

As they entered the room, Desdemona sidled up behind him and dropped her voice. “Caleb, I’ve been thinking about something,” she muttered, her words just barely audible. “What if Alecto isn’t wrong?”

“Please,” the reporter begged, looking up at Alecto. He couldn’t move—the carpet around him had been painted, and wore the same symbol that Caleb had found himself lying on when he’d first come to the Item World hospital. “Just let me go! I’m not part of this—I’m just a fucking news and weather guy—”

“Shhh,” Alecto whispered. She was almost sympathetic now, which chilled Caleb’s blood. “Everything is fine. I’m just using you to prove a point.”

“A point?” the elf asked.

Behind Caleb, Desdemona continued whispering. “What if this is the Fae Realm?” she murmured, her lips near Caleb’s ear. “What if that’s the answer we’ve been looking for all this time? The Item Worlds are part of the Fae Realm. Crafters have been crossing over into it, every time they refine an item. No wonder they’re angry. No wonder they resent Crafters and those who employ them.”

Most of that was news to Caleb. His mind spun from the revelation, and the urge to follow it where it led was almost intoxicating. But he needed to be focused on the present moment above all else.

He sensed that their life or death was about to be decided.

“A point,” Alecto was repeating. “I’ll let you go, of course. There’s just one thing you need to do for me, first.”

The reporter relaxed a fraction. Deep down, he probably didn’t believe her, but he wanted to. For some people, self-deception was an even stronger intoxicant than false hope.

“What?” the reporter asked.

Don’t! Caleb shot at him. But his mouth refused to open. It was as if his lips were sealed over, his tongue coated in thick layers of cotton. His gaze shot from side to side, and he realized something similar had happened to each of his companions.

Alecto wouldn’t let them talk. She didn’t want them to spoil the moment.

“Just give me your name,” Alecto said with a big smile. “That’s all.”

The reporter’s relief was almost palpable. “Sure,” he said, shaking his head with a faint laugh. “My name’s T’Lar Ocanlo—”

His words dissolved into a scream. T’Lar threw his head back and howled, every inch of his skin igniting as his whole body was consumed by a brilliant white flame. The sound rose and rose, becoming hypersonic, until Caleb could only hear it as a knife-sharp buzz in his ears.

For an instant, he saw something leave the dissolving body of the elvish reporter. He thought it might have been the reporter’s soul.

Then Alecto had it.

Everything the reporter had been was gone. All that remained was a little pile of ashes on the carpet. Alecto blew a few residual bits of soot off her hands, then wiped them on her sides and beamed at the party.

“Oh, right!” she said, suddenly remembering something. “You can’t talk.” She snapped her fingers. “There.”

Yui sank to her knees, shrieking in horror.

“Pointed God!” Eira screamed, shrinking back from that tiny pile of ashes. “You’re a monster!”

Only Desdemona and Caleb kept their composure. Even Cerebus was affected—the sleek, powerful hellhound knelt in a corner of the small room like a frightened puppy.

This can’t be happening, Caleb thought. This can’t be the end for us!

“Everyone,” he said without thinking. “Keep your mouths shut.”

He didn’t need to command them. Though Alecto had unstoppered their mouths, his girls looked like they were still stitched closed. None of them were about to give the Fae their True Names.

Alecto grinned back at Caleb. Then she pulled something from her jacket. A small golden flag.

The exit.

“I filched this off of Belleteyn before I sent her packing,” Alecto said. “You want it?”

Caleb set his jaw. This was it—the moment where he’d succeed or fail. A battle of wits between himself and this monster. This creature who fed on names, who devoured souls.

“I take it you won’t give it to me for free,” he muttered. “So we’d better discuss terms.”

The grin was still on her face when Alecto spread her arms. “My terms are the same as they’ve always been, Caleb Holdstock,” she said, looking at him like a hotel clerk welcoming a guest home. “Just give me your name. You don’t even have to say the full thing—just confirm that what I’ve spoken is your True Name. Then you’re free to go.”

Free? Like Hell. He’d either be dead or a puppet, completely controlled by Alecto. That was no kind of life.

“What happens if I do that?” Caleb asked.

“No!” Yui said, racing forward. In an instant she was clinging to his side, doing her best to try and pull him away from the Fae woman. “You can’t! Babe, you can’t let her win!”

“Cute!” Alecto looked Yui up and down like an animal at a zoo, like she hoped Yui might do a trick. “I love how devoted they are. Like dogs, really. Or bitches, I suppose.” The Fae grinned, an impish look spreading across her face. “You know what? I just came up with an even better idea of what you can give me.”

Caleb didn’t believe Alecto had just come up with anything on the spur of the moment. This was planned—just like the casual murder and consumption of that reporter had been planned. She’d wanted to frighten them all, confront them with the end. And then give them a way out.

He waited for the other shoe to drop.

Alecto pointed at Yui’s belly. “She’s carrying your brat, right?” Her eyes narrowed, and she bit down on her bottom lip. “Have you two crazy kids figured out what you’re going to name it yet?”

Caleb froze. All the color drained from Yui’s face as the implications of what the Fae was saying sunk in.

“No,” Yui groaned. She slipped to the ground and backed up on her ass, staring up at Alecto like she was the Devil incarnate. “No, stay away from me, you crazy bitch!”

Alecto ignored her. “I’m sure you’ve got one name for a boy and one for a girl. I know which it’s going to be, of course, but I won’t tell unless you want to know. If you won’t give me your name, give me the brat’s. I’ll settle for that.”

There were no words to describe the horror in Caleb’s heart. “That is my child.” His hands balled into fists, the edges of his vision blurring. “You think I’d give their soul away? To YOU!?”

He advanced with the vorlesen. He wasn’t even thinking; there was nothing within him but the desire to act. Alecto was an abomination, for only an abomination would propose something so utterly vile. And abominations needed to be destroyed.

The silver dog’s head swung through the air. Alecto made no motion to dodge, or even to parry the heavy swing of the staff. She took it right on the side of her head, just at the thinnest part of her temple where Caleb had aimed.

It struck her with a hollow thud.

And Caleb’s vorlesen exploded.


Chapter 20

It all happened in an instant.

The moment the rubies in the silver dog’s eyes touched the side of Alecto’s head, a ripple of force shot from the tip of the staff all the way down to the pommel. The wood in Caleb’s hands splintered, cracking apart like spaghetti being ready for the pot. Then it flew apart, the pieces shooting in every direction like shrapnel.

Bits of wood struck his face, his chest, his arms. The gouges they left were not deep, but they bled the moment they were opened. The rubies flew from the dog’s eyes, lost in the folds of the carpet. It wasn’t until this moment, through the haze of pain, that Caleb realized the jewels and the threads were the exact same shade.

Suddenly the carpet was against his face. The silver dog’s head landed an inch from his eye, rolling across the carpet. The grin on the creature’s face no longer looked manic and conquering.

To Caleb’s eyes, it was terrified.

Smoke hung in the room. Alecto brushed it away with a gentle cough, still grinning like she was trying to win a gold medal for it.

“Pointed God,” Eira whispered. “She… she destroyed your staff.”

“Your vorlesen!” Desdemona cried. It came out as a wail; the wail of a mourner. “No, God no! That’s not possible!”

A little snicker spilled from Alecto. “I already told you. In here, I’m God. This is my realm.” She leaned in close, cocking her head in front of Caleb’s face. “You shouldn’t have tried to fight me, boy. You literally have no idea what you’re messing with.”

She was right. He didn’t—but he was beginning to.

That one strike had just blown his entire worldview to bits.

My staff, Caleb thought numbly. He reached out and put his hand around the silver dog’s head, squeezing it with fingers that could barely move. My power. It’s all gone…

As he gripped the silver, he felt a spark shoot through his palm. There was still power there—still magic in that strange dog emblem. Feeling it, Caleb held onto hope with his fingertips. There had to be a way to fix this. To restore his staff, to be a Crafter once more.

Alecto straightened up, clearing her throat. Now that she’d shown how utterly untouchable she was within her own realm, she appeared to be in no hurry to push things along. Honestly, she appeared to be enjoying the moment.

“I’ll give you a minute to collect yourself,” she said helpfully. “But then I do need an answer to my offer, Caleb Holdstock. Your name… or your unborn child’s.”

Caleb could hear sobbing behind him. Eira, Yui, Desdemona—all of them wept freely now. There was no sense in hiding their despair, not when they’d been so thoroughly harmed by the Fae. She was worse than a monster. She was a fiend, a demon, a figure from mankind’s worst nightmares.

And she wanted Caleb’s name. Or his child’s name.

Caleb sat up.

“Ha!” Alecto seemed vaguely surprised to see him rising from the carpet. “Didn’t expect you to recover so quickly, Crafter. Well, I guess I can’t call you Crafter any longer, can I? Kind of ruined that for you, I suppose. Have you figured out what name you’re going to give me?”

Caleb shook his head. It felt like his ears were packed full of cotton balls, and he knew he was going to have a killer migraine as soon as his skull caught up to the pain. But for this moment, he was ready to match wits with the Fae.

Except he didn’t want to. What he really wanted to do was tell her the truth.

“You,” he rasped, “fucking disgust me. Go to Hell.”

Behind him, Yui, Eira, and Dez gasped. Even Cerebus let out a shocked yelp.

Alecto didn’t move. She froze up for a long moment, looking as if she’d been slapped, then a smirk rose to her face. She shook her head, as if Caleb had tried to make a joke only to fall flat on his face.

“You Holdstocks,” she whispered. “You never change, do you? Always trying to affect the course of history. Always meddling in things you ought not to be sticking your noses into. Always, always, getting on my nerves.”

Caleb stared straight into the Fae’s eyes. “Let us go, and I won’t kill you.”

Alecto stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “I control this realm, idiot. How the hell do you think you’re going to kill me?” She laughed harshly, staring at the silver dog’s head in his hand. “You don’t even have your piddly little staff!”

Caleb dropped the dog’s head to the carpet. The spark it had placed into his palm floated through his body, turning his veins to electricity. A surge of adrenaline filled him, the way a strong drink fills a stone mug.

“I don’t need a staff to kill a bitch like you,” he said, stating it like it was obvious. “You think you took away my weapon?”

Alecto blinked.

By the time her lids flashed open, Caleb was on her.

The Fae twisted, but he had a single-minded determination that would have shamed the men who laid siege to Carthage. His fingers grabbed her neck, encircling her throat like bands of iron.

Alecto let out an urk and shot backward. Her shoulders hit the wall, her eyes widening in shock and pain as Caleb squeezed with everything he had.

“Fool,” she managed to rasp. “This is your grand plan?”

She swung. One of her fists shot at Caleb’s head, and halfway there a gauntlet appeared on it as if coalescing from the air around her fingers. The metal slammed into his skull, ringing him like a bell. His ears filled with a buzzing sound, the world toppled, and pain flared through him.

Still, he didn’t let go.

Alecto’s lips parted in a sound of disbelief, but nothing came out. Her gaze flashed toward the ceiling, and suddenly the entire wall above her head collapsed. Huge chunks of masonry rained down, boards flopping from the wall. Multiple impacts hit Caleb, pain flaring through him as his body took a beating.

Blood leaked from Caleb’s ears. One of his eyes was almost completely blocked by fluid—the urge to release one arm from around Alecto’s throat and wipe it clean came and went.

Still. Still. Caleb did not let go.

Alecto was frantic now. She pushed off of the wall and kicked him in the chest, hard enough that he doubled over with pain. But his hands refused to loosen around her throat. Both of them toppled, landing on the pile of plaster and wood she’d tried to unsuccessfully pelt him with.

Caleb stared straight into Alecto’s eyes as he ground her into the carpet. There was fear in her eyes—real fear. He gathered it had probably been thousands of years since any mortal had put that sensation into the Fae.

He smiled. “I can’t cast spells. I can’t Craft. I can’t even summon up a whisper of wind. But I can do this.”

Alecto opened her mouth to scream.

“I can hold on,” he said, blood streaming from his eyes and mouth. “And never. Let. Go.”

Alecto’s nails dug into his wrists. When that didn’t work she moved to his neck, his face, trying to get her thumbs into his eyes. She tore the flesh of his cheeks and forehead to ribbons, but he did not let go.

Caleb felt like a fucking golem. Like a machine. Nothing the Fae could have done would stop him. If she summoned a blade and cut his arms off, they’d go on squeezing until the life was gone from her.

As if his own thought had summoned it, the hidden blade flashed from Alecto’s sleeve. She swung at the side of his head, intent on burying the silver deep into his ear canal and spearing his brain.

A hand came down and grabbed Alecto’s wrist. The blade entered Caleb’s ear, stabbing deep, but didn’t penetrate far enough to burst his eardrum or knock him unconscious.

The Fae looked, her eyes filling with horror. Yui lay next to Caleb, her face filled with rage.

“You threatened my child,” Yui growled. She didn’t even look like the Yui that Caleb knew. She resembled some kind of monster from a child’s fairy book—the sort that ate little children who didn’t obey their parents or make their beds after they got up in the morning. “Die, you fucking bitch!”

Magic poured from Alecto. As her eyes rolled back in her head, the Fae tried every trick in the book. She summoned fire from one hand, ice from another. Lightning flashed in her eyelids, and for a few moments the room itself seemed to lose definition as if she were pulling at the fabric of reality itself.

But a curious thing happened. Each of Alecto’s spells fizzled the moment it was cast.

Caleb couldn’t understand it. Shouldn’t he be dead right now? His plan wasn’t some brilliant thing he’d thought of ahead of time—he’d just gotten so angry at Alecto that the thought of throttling her to death was the only one that made sense. Even if she wasn’t really God here in the Fae Realm, if she’d been boasting to frighten them, her magic far outstripped his own. He should have been burnt to cinders, or ripped to shreds by a thousand summoned knives.

Then he looked over at Yui. Every time Alecto summoned a spell, a wave of light and heat rippled over Yui’s skin—and the spell vanished in a puff of smoke. Alecto’s struggles were growing weaker and weaker, and one of her legs kicked out madly and unconsciously for some kind of leverage.

Caleb crushed it with his thigh. His fingers squeezed Alecto’s throat like he was trying to juice an orange—like he wanted to pulverize it into nothing.

Please! Alecto was weak, but Caleb could still read her lips. Please, Caleb!

“Please what?” he said, gripping even tighter. Even if he let go now, he wasn’t sure the Fae could survive. He’d crushed her windpipe like a straw. Maybe her magic could heal her injuries, if he let up and let her wriggle away.

Too bad that wasn’t going to happen.

My name. Alecto pronounced each syllable silently, with an incredible amount of pain. Give you… my True Name…

Caleb and Yui shared a look.

“What do you think?” he asked, the words coming out through gritted teeth. “Should we do it?”

Yui looked to be thinking it over. “She threatened the baby,” she said flatly. Beneath her, Alecto tried anew to squirm free, but Yui’s fingers gripped her wrist too tightly for her to break contact. “Just for that, she ought to die. But maybe taking her True Name would be even better.”

A fate worse than death, Caleb thought. Some would see it as so, though he personally disagreed. He wanted Alecto to die for what she’d done, yes, but if there was anything in the world that could have convinced him to relent, it was this.

Enslaving Alecto meant getting answers. She knew so much—about the realm she came from, the Item Worlds, and the pockmarked intersection where they met with Caleb’s power to Craft. The knowledge she could give him was beyond any price.

“Hold her tight,” Caleb told Yui. “If she tries anything, be ready!”

Any flicker of doubt that they were making the right choice fell from Yui’s face. When Caleb made a decision, Yui supported it.

“Yes, sir!” Yui growled, clinging fiercely to the Fae woman. “Got it!”

Caleb stared down into Alecto’s eyes. His fingers relaxed the tiniest fraction—just enough for her to speak. “Give me your name,” he commanded, his thumb pressing against the artery in Alecto’s neck. “Your True Name. Now, or you’re dead!”

Alecto didn’t hesitate. Her lips opened a fraction, her lungs gathering in enough air to shout. For an instant Caleb tensed, the hair standing up on the back of his neck. Was he truly about to hear her True Name? Was Alecto on the verge of giving everything she was over to Caleb? Or was this some kind of vicious trick?

He braced himself for her to shout a spell.

But it was no spell that left Alecto’s lips. And neither was it her Name.

As loudly as she could muster, she screamed. “Help!”

It was the only word she managed to get out before Caleb’s hands clamped around her like a vise. The single raspy syllable echoed through the room, bouncing off the walls as if possessed with a mind of its own.

The world began to ripple around Caleb. “What did she just do?” he demanded, jerking his head over his shoulder to stare at Desdemona.

Dez clearly had no idea. “I don’t know!” she cried, trying to look in every direction at once. “Something’s happening!”

Something was putting it mildly. The world darkened around Caleb and his party, as if a great mist had entered the room. Alecto hung limply in his arms, her eyes heavy-lidded like someone sinking into a deep sleep—but there was a knowing smile playing about her slack features.

She’d called for help.

And someone had answered.


Chapter 21

The air shimmered as several figures stepped into the room. They simply appeared out of nowhere, as if they’d opened portals similar to the ones Caleb used to enter and exit the Wyrdworld. Black robes hung from their bodies, long and flowing, with the hoods up to cover their faces.

Caleb didn’t need to see their faces to know who they were. He was looking at more members of the Fae—at Alecto’s countrymen. And countrywomen.

No! He held on tightly, squeezing Alecto’s throat for dear life. He would not move. He would cling to the monster that had threatened his life and his harem, and he’d hang on until the deed was done—!

Powerful, invisible hands seized Caleb and lifted him from the ground. The newcomers didn’t need their hands to grab him, they simply used their magic. Alecto floated from the carpet in Caleb’s arms, the faint smile on her face growing fainter.

“Release her!” one of the Fae shouted.

When Caleb didn’t respond, two of the robed figures crossed their arms over their chests. A roar like an airplane taking off filled the room, and whips made of pure darkness lashed at Caleb’s back. The pain was enormous, stinging and burning until tears fell from his eyes.

Something cut across his wrists. Another tendril of darkness had just grabbed hold of him. This one brought with it numbness, which seeped into his fingers faster than a winter’s chill. His fingers went nerveless, and Alecto slipped free.

She went down like a sack of potatoes, coughing and sputtering. For a moment it seemed as if she would pass out despite her freedom, her lungs unable to suck in the air she so desperately needed. Then one of the Fae thumped her on the back of the head, not at all kindly, and a wave of minty green sparks cascaded over her skin.

Alecto gasped in a huge lungful of air. She drooled all over the carpet, going down on all fours with her shoulders heaving. Caleb thought she might puke. A spiteful part of him hoped she did.

The newcomers fanned out across the room, forming a wedge down the center of the carpet. They moved swiftly to isolate Alecto from Caleb and his harem, using weaves of dark magic to push him and his girls into one corner of the small chamber.

“We’re trapped,” Desdemona whispered. Though she was trying to hold onto her spirits, Caleb could tell that worry filled her.

Caleb’s lips peeled back over his teeth. “We’ll just have to keep fighting,” he said firmly. “I had Alecto’s throat in my hands once. I can do it again.”

The crowd parted. One of the black-robed figures walked over to Alecto and hauled her to her feet, not particularly kindly. When they turned, Caleb saw the figure was male—a very old man with wrinkled features and a short, white goatee. He looked at Caleb like he hated him, yet begrudgingly respected him beneath the hate.

“You called upon our help, fallen one,” the man said in a cold tone. “And we have responded to your call.”

It took Caleb a moment to realize the man was talking about Alecto, not him. Why did he look so upset about being there? Alecto was a Fae, and this man and his cohorts were Fae as well. Didn’t it make sense for them to show up to save the day?

“Fallen one?” Desdemona whispered. “Oh, this is rich.”

As the green sparks faded away from her body, Alecto rose to her feet. A sour look was on her face as she gazed beneath the dark hood of the man who was most certainly the leader here.

“It had to be done,” she said, sounding almost petulant. “It was do or die. A fucking reflex.”

Someone in the crowd snickered. Alecto’s head whipped around, trying to find the source of the disrespect, but whoever it was had already melted away, disappearing into the other black cloaks. Caleb did not understand what was happening. Why were these people disrespecting Alecto so blatantly?

The elder sighed. “You were bested,” he said in that gravely tone of voice. “By a mortal.”

Alecto’s expression fell. “That’s not certain—”

“I have seen it.” The elder’s tone brooked no dissent, and Alecto offered none. “Had we not arrived, the human would have finished the job. You would be dead, sister, with none to mourn you.”

Alecto swallowed hard. “Are you saying I should have let him win? On our own territory?”

Murmurs rose from the black cloaked figures surrounding the pair. They clearly did not like Alecto talking back to this man—and didn’t think she had the right to be so impertinent. The way they treated her caused connections to snap into place in Caleb’s brain, and all of a sudden he thought he understood what he was seeing.

“You’re angry at her because I beat her, aren’t you?” Caleb said, almost in disbelief. “You’re mad that she had to call on you to save her.”

In response, the man turned to Caleb. Caleb shrank back from that terrible gaze, for the Fae elder’s eyes looked like two dark pools of black fire in the hollow of his face. Apart from those eyes, he would have appeared as a neutral, perhaps slightly annoyed person.

Those eyes, though, were filled to the brim with hate.

“What the Fallen One did was technically appropriate.” The Fae elder sounded as if every word had to be dragged from him—like he wanted nothing so much as to stop having to talk to the likes of Caleb. “In doing so, she saved her life. But it is shameful. You bested the Fallen One in a fair combat, and our appearance tipped the scales beyond what you could have expected.” He frowned deeply. “Therefore, there must be recompense.”

Caleb still felt like he didn’t understand. All of the new Fae were staring at Alecto, as if they were waiting for her to do something embarrassing that they’d all get to laugh at. And this leader, this man with the ancient face and the hateful eyes, could only ramble on about fairness and apologies. None of it made sense.

Desdemona stepped forward, taking a place next to Caleb. “I believe an explanation is in order. You keep referring to Alecto as the Fallen One?”

“‘Alecto’ is the name she uses with such as you. Her name is Fallen One, now, for she has embarrassed her elders and shamed her people. She owes you recompense, Crafter.”

Caleb felt a squeeze against his fingers.

“Caleb,” Desdemona whispered, “he’s trying to prompt you.”

Suddenly it was all clear. He understood the strange mixture of irritation and schadenfreude in the faces of the Fae, and knew why all the color had drained from Alecto like a plug someone had pulled out of a bathtub.

These people had interfered in a fair fight. Therefore, they felt that Alecto owed Caleb.

And for the Fae, a debt was a serious thing.

Caleb paused, thinking things over. There was much he could have asked for in return: some answers, for a start, or perhaps for Alecto to hand over her True Name. But he sensed any ‘truths’ he got from the former would be filled with barbs. And the latter was unlikely to happen. The Fae were angry with Alecto, but not that angry.

So he went for the easiest option. But with a fun little barb of his own.

“I desire two things from the ‘Fallen One’,” he said, making air quotes. “The one we know as Alecto. Then we will consider your recompense well and truly settled.”

The Fae leader looked pleased. “Speak,” he said, thumping a fist into Alecto’s lower back to make her straighten. “Let’s get this over with.”

Caleb cleared his throat. “First thing,” he said, looking from the leader to each of his black-robed lackeys. “I would like an exit back to Hades. One that won’t suddenly close when half of my party are through it, or dump us out on the opposite side of the Wyrdworld.”

He sensed it was a smart move to be as detailed as possible with his demands. Talking to the Fae felt quite a bit like striking a deal with a genie—any place where your wish could be twisted against you would be taken advantage of.

The Fae leader nodded as if this were exactly what he’d expected. “The exit flag should suffice,” he said, giving Alecto a vigorous shake. “Produce it!”

Wincing like a student who’d just been called out in the middle of class, Alecto did just that. Her slender fingers reached into a hidden pocket in her robe, and produced what looked at first to be nothing more than a long, silver hairpin. Then the little gold flag unfurled from the end and Caleb knew it to be their ticket out of there.

With a desultory little noise, Alecto twisted at the waist and tossed the flag into a corner of the room. It shimmered like someone had shone a spotlight on it, just before it rippled outward, tearing through the fabric of reality like a hot knife through butter. Where nothing had stood only moments before now lay a glowing portal. Through it, Caleb could see Hades as it was—the same auditorium they’d been in when he’d started his Crafting.

“You are free to go,” the Fae leader rumbled. “If you are smart, Crafter, you will tell none of what has happened today. You will instruct your women to keep their mouths closed, as well.”

Caleb acknowledged the leader’s request with a nod.

“Let’s go,” he whispered, gesturing for his companions to head to the portal. They looked only too thrilled to be out of there. None of them would miss traveling through this part of the Fae, and he doubted most of them would want to accompany him on a Crafting expedition again any time soon.

They started to move. And then Alecto spoke up.

“Wait, you said two things,” she growled. One hand went to her hip, and her whole body seemed to brace itself. “What’s the second thing you want, Crafter?”

Caleb almost couldn’t keep the smile off his face. The anger in Alecto’s voice—it was just so funny, coming from someone who’d been on the edge of death just minutes ago. She was lucky she wasn’t dead—and if she ran into Caleb again outside of the Fae, he promised himself that she would be. They had unfinished business, her and he.

And until then, he was going to make her squirm.

“Oh, it’s very simple,” he said, glancing over at the shimmering portal. “All I want from you, Alecto, is for you to thank me for sparing your life.”

The look on her face was nearly enough to make all the bullshit he had been through worth it. Her eyes widened like saucers, and her nostrils flared in affront to her pride as the realization of Caleb’s request sunk in.

“You son of a bitch,” Alecto hissed. “Elder, you can’t allow a mere mortal to do this to me—”

“Silence!” the elder thundered, slamming his fist into Alecto’s lower back once more. That had to hurt, but she took it gamely, with hardly a tear. “You have done enough, Fallen One. Assent to the mortal’s request. Then we will handle you.”

Alecto swallowed hard. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice sarcastic and filled with loathing. “Thank you so much, Caleb Holdstock, for not crushing my pretty little throat when you had the chance.”

A rush of power filled Caleb. For the Fae, things like gratitude had physical weight—they gave someone power over you, or forced you to relinquish power to someone else. It wasn’t quite as extreme as handing someone your True Name, but it was close. By invoking the thanks he was owed, Caleb could make Alecto do just about anything.

The rub was, once she fulfilled the request, she would owe him no longer.

But until he called in his favor, that simple ‘thank you’ would hang over Alecto like the goddamn Sword of Damocles.

The thought made him smile. He knew the waiting would drive Alecto crazy, just as he knew that that was the best part. He’d wait to call in his favor, as he knew how much discomfort it would cause his enemy.

The corner of the elder’s mouth twisted in something like a snarl. “Very well,” he said, shoving Alecto away from Caleb. “It is done. Our business here is concluded, Crafter. As was said before, you will not speak of this to anyone. We expect you to keep your word!”

It didn’t escape Caleb that he hadn’t promised anything to the strange man. Any invocation of his ‘word’ was ultimately hollow, but he plowed on as if he’d already secured Caleb’s assistance. Curious.

“I know how important it is for the Fae to keep their word,” Caleb replied with a significant glance at Alecto. “Rest assured, I’ll treat your requests with the same level of respect that you do.”

The elder looked irritated, but didn’t say anything. He shoved Alecto into the center of the black robed figures instead, all of whom began chanting in an unknown tongue. A blast of light filled the room, blinding Caleb and his party and filling the air with the stinging scent of ozone; when he opened his eyes, they’d all vanished.

The elder, his underlings, and Alecto were all gone.

“Damn it!” Desdemona swore. “We were so close! Another two minutes and that woman would have been dead!”

Caleb felt her frustration as if it were his own. “I know. It just wasn’t meant to be. Turns out we can’t kill a member of the Fae in their own territory—not without consequences.”

“But we can screw them over,” Eira said, a twinkle in her eye. “You embarrassed the shit out of Alecto. And that whole making her owe you a favor thing—that was fucking genius! She’s going to go nuts over that, waiting for the day you call that in.”

Yui shuddered. “I’m just glad it’s over.” She stroked the back of one of Cerebus’s necks, holding onto the hellhound like a shipwreck survivor clinging to a piece of driftwood. The dog looked only too happy to be the target of her affection. “That was scary. We shouldn’t have come here, Caleb. Not to the second floor.”

He gave her a once-over. The strange sickness she’d experienced upon entering this Stratum had almost completely faded—for a few minutes, he’d been worried they were going to need to take Yui to the hospital. But whatever awful thing had been inside of her was gone. Maybe the Fae elder took it with him when he left.

Caleb nodded. “We didn’t have much of a choice. But for what it’s worth, I agree with you. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The portal enveloped them all, ripping them away from the strange world hidden within the hospital. They left the ghost of the real thing and reentered the real thing itself, stepping back onto the very same stage where they’d been transported away from Hades.

The place was a mess. The chairs that had been so carefully laid out in rows had been scattered to the four winds by the blast, and the walls of the auditorium were cracked in several places. The damage didn’t surprise Caleb, but what did was that they weren’t alone. A number of uniformed police officers were there, and they’d set up tape around everything like they were treating it as a crime scene.

Among them stood Lady Lachrymosa and Imani. Both of them took one look at Caleb as he stepped out of the portal and melted. The relief that flooded across their faces was a palpable, physical thing.

Lady Lachrymosa blinked across the room in an instant, then grabbed Caleb and pulled him into her arms. “My beloved!” she cried, nearly sobbing as she held him to her ample bosom. “You have returned to us!”

Being held against Lady Lachrymosa so tightly was not an unpleasant experience. If Caleb didn’t have work to do, he could have stayed there all day. Instead he squirmed, pushing himself back and staring up into the vampire’s eyes.

“It was Alecto,” he told her. “She tricked us, again. But we ended up getting the better of her. I’ll tell you all about it when we get back to the apartment—”

Caleb broke off. While he’d been talking, Imani came up to them both. The succubus had tears streaming down her face—tears of joy, that Caleb and his harem had returned.

“I was so scared!” she groaned, pulling him into an even tighter hug. “Lady Lachrymosa told me that you’d be okay, that you’d been through worse than this before, but I was still so frightened.”

Imani glanced over Caleb’s shoulder, doing a quick mental inventory of everyone else who’d come out of the portal with him. Her eyes flickered over his harem, then Cerebus, then shot back and forth across the stage like a party planner who’d just realized the stated number of guests weren’t about to arrive.

“Are you all that made it back?” Imani sounded stunned. “My cameraman… the rest of the news crews… where are they?”

Caleb’s face was grave. “They didn’t make it back. I think Alecto stole their names—I watched her do it to one poor guy, though I tried to stop her.”

Imani shuddered in Caleb’s arms. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the death, or because how close the man she cared about had been to meeting the same fate. It didn’t really matter, one way or the other.

Imani buried her face against Caleb’s chest and began to sob. He put his hand between her shoulder blades and held her, letting her work out her feelings.

They’d all need to be doing that for a while.

“I don’t suppose we’re lucky enough for that enchanted bint to have stolen Belleteyn’s name, are we?” Lady Lachrymosa asked.

Caleb shook his head. Suddenly he remembered. “She’s working with Alecto. The Fae are behind Belleteyn D’Amore’s campaign, Lady Lachrymosa.”

The vampiress made a face. “Of course. I knew that stupid slut wasn’t capable of making plans. Even the sex tape must have been the Fae. They’ve been running her campaign from the shadows all along.”

“But why?” Yui asked.

Lady Lachrymosa sniffed as if it were obvious. “The Fae have no representation in the Celestial Senate,” she said, thinking things through as she spoke. “They want it—desperately want it, in point of fact—but the voters won’t give it to them. For them, ‘Belleteyn the Bimbo’ is nothing but a hollow shell. She’ll vote how they want, advance the bills they want… be their woman in the Celestial Senate.” The vampiress clucked her tongue and shook her head. “It’s brilliant, really. The kind of plan I would come up with.”

Caleb looked past the vampiress to the police officers. “Are we going to have any problems getting out of here?”

Lady Lachrymosa gave a little start, as if she hadn’t even considered it. “Of course not,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “I own these cops, my beloved. They’ll do as I say. And Mare is still waiting outside—the poor demoness couldn’t bear to be apart from you all. Between you and me, I think that one is just about ready to join your harem for good, my darling.”

Caleb figured that would happen sooner or later. He certainly wouldn’t have minded taking his relationship with Mare from a professional one to a personal one, though the timing certainly could have been better.

“Sure,” he said, suddenly weary. Tiredness sank through to the marrow of his bones—he wanted nothing more than to hop into bed and sleep for a week. “We’ll talk about all that later. For now, let’s go home. I’m sure there’s already a scandal about this in the press.”

Lady Lachrymosa nodded. “And once it becomes public knowledge that you and your harem have escaped the trap, the story will grow even bigger. Yes, my love, we should leave here before the streets become crowded.”

Caleb headed out, along with his girls. As he climbed into Mare’s taxi, he glanced over his shoulder, looking back up at the hospital where he’d been prisoner.

The half-finished wing was completed. The broken concrete had been patched and the walls stretched across an entire city block. He’d done a good job—the poor and sick people of the South Hades slums would be grateful for what he’d done for them today.

The fist and the glove, he thought, sliding into the darkness. Oh man.

He’d given the people of the Wyrdworld the glove.

And once he got some rest, it would be time to give Belleteyn D’Amore the fist.


Chapter 22

Caleb woke in darkness.

The bedroom was warm and cozy, and the blankets lay over his body all the way up to his chin. Someone, probably Lady Lachrymosa, but it could have been a different member of his harem, had installed blackout curtains during the worst of the sex tape scandal, and so with the shades drawn he could neither see nor hear anything of the Wyrdworld outside. Several warm, sleeping lumps lay beneath the blanket on either side of him. He wasn’t sure which of woman had ended up in cuddling range, but all of them were gorgeous.

As he lay there, his eyes adjusting to dark, Caleb reflected on the fact that there were really two different kinds of waking. The first happened in a rush, generally beginning with the beeping of an alarm or the intro to some pop song, which started the day off with the rude abruptness of a starting gun at a track meet.

The second kind happened at times like these: when there was nothing to do and nowhere to go, and one could lay beneath the blankets and drift for as long as one wanted, warm and blissful.

Sometimes when he thought about the afterlife, he hoped that this was what heaven would be like. Warmth and drifting, surrounded by snoozing women and a feeling of safety and security. He could have gladly lain there in such a state for all eternity.

Unfortunately, his bladder didn’t agree with him.

Caleb sat up in bed, tugging down the covers as slowly and quietly as he could. He wore nothing but a pair of snug boxer shorts, and the warmth of the room rapidly disintegrated as he crawled to the foot of the bed, doing his best not to disturb any of the sleeping women. His chest stung, and when he looked down, he saw the remains of scratches across his body. Imani, he thought with a smile. She was so happy to see me alive and in one piece that she got a little rough with it.

His inner thigh ached as well. He felt it when he stepped off of the bed and onto the floor, a telltale throb near his femoral artery. Part of the reason he’d slept so deeply that it felt like he couldn’t recall his own name was that he’d let Lady Lachrymosa feed from him, and feed deeper than last time. To her credit, the vampiress needed it. She wasn’t among the sleeping women in his bedroom. She was back at Omega with Charity, performing what she euphemistically referred to as ‘crisis management’.

And there was most certainly a crisis to manage.

Though he’d purposely been unplugged from the news cycle since coming back from the hospital’s Item World, even he knew that stories about the sabotage and betrayal at MacCammon were big in the media.

Unfortunately for all of them, however, Belleteyn D’Amore escaped from the Item World first. The blonde bounty hunter was able to spread her own version of events first, which laid all of the blame at Caleb’s feet. Lady Lachrymosa, her vampires, and the connections they’d gained through Kerr were working to mitigate the damage and get the true story out there, but the old adage was holding true: a lie can get around the world before the truth can put its boots on.

Just another thing I’m going to have to deal with at the debate, Caleb thought, picking his way over Eira’s sleeping form. That’s if Belleteyn will even show up.

Deep down, though, he knew she would. Even through the layers of malkini corruption, the person who Belleteyn D’Amore had been would never be able to back down from a challenge. She wouldn’t miss their big confrontation. Not for the world.

After all, the world was exactly what was at stake.

Caleb tiptoed his way across the carpet. In the hallway, a sudden rumble from his stomach made him pause. When was the last time he’d eaten anything? He couldn’t remember. He was in dire need of refreshment.

Nothing fancy, of course. Just a quick bite. There was plenty in the refrigerator, thanks to Eira and her elven cooking. Maybe he’d brew a pot of coffee, too. His mouth watered just thinking about it…

He stepped into the kitchen and froze. There was already coffee in the machine. A familiar figure sat at the kitchen table, sipping a mug of it with a knowing smile.

“Mare,” Caleb said, relaxing. “It’s good to see you. I didn’t know you were here.”

The demoness shot him a slightly weary smile. “Lady Lachrymosa thought it was a good idea for all of your close associates to hunker down under the same roof,” she said, scratching her temple next to one of her horns. “Considering the shit-storm that’s blowing over Hades right now, I don’t really blame her.”

That brought a laugh out of Caleb. “It’s good to have you here,” he said, pouring himself a mug of hot, black coffee. “Cerebus looks happy to see you, too.”

The hellhound lay curled up at Mare’s feet. Two of his three heads were asleep, and the third looked like it had woken up just long enough to make sure that Caleb was not some enemy come to the apartment. The dog’s eyes closed, and he let out a tremendous fart. Both Mare and Caleb cackled at that, and the demoness stuck out her tongue and made a disgusted face.

“Boy!” Caleb chided, shaking his head as he took a seat. “Sorry, Mare. None of us have any manners around here. We should have given you a proper bed, for starters.”

The demoness shrugged. “I was fine on the couch.” A sly smile spread across her face. “That wasn’t good enough for Kerr, though. You know she actually turned Lady Lachrymosa down? Said she felt safer at her own residence then up here with the Heir of Holdstock.”

Caleb just nodded. Kerr might have worked for him, but he didn’t get along terribly well with her otherwise.

“She can probably do more good out there,” he said, gesturing at the wall with his coffee. “Rumormongering and all that.”

“Sure, sure,” Mare said, looking him up and down. There was a hesitance to her manner, as if she’d walked to the edge of a precipice and was staring at the water below, wondering if she had the strength to take the plunge. “You and your women must have been tired last night.”

“We were,” Caleb said without thinking. “Why?”

A smirk tugged at the corner of Mare’s mouth. “Your bedroom antics ended much earlier than usual. Usually you and those girls are at it most the night, especially Eira. Pointed God, I’ve heard the jokes that elf girls are all screamers, but the pipes on that woman when she starts to get off…!”

Caleb chuckled. “We were all rather exhausted,” he said, staring down into the depths of his coffee. “Long day.”

That was putting it mildly. They’d be recovering from their adventures in the Item World for days, probably right up until his debate with Belleteyn. He doubted he’d put in too many more public appearances before Election Day.

“Oh,” Mare said, her voice suddenly much too casual. One of her hands slid across the table and covered Caleb’s, the tips of her nails gently digging into his palm. “Are you still exhausted, sir?”

He looked deep into the demoness’s eyes. He liked Mare, he had since the first time she’d acted as a driver for him and his harem. At times she’d gotten the short end of the stick, as he had far too many things and people on his plate to devote more than friendly banter to their relationship. But over the last few weeks, he’d been able to feel the respect for him deepening from the demoness.

Lady Lachrymosa said Mare was ready to join the harem. Caleb hadn’t fully let himself believe it until that oh-so-casual drop.

“I’m feeling very well rested,” he said, matching Mare’s smile with his own. “My bedroom’s pretty packed at the moment—why don’t you show me where you slept last night?”

She rose and took him by the hand. “Gladly,” she said, leading him out of the kitchen. “It’s actually an extremely comfortable place to catch some Z’s. Perhaps you should try it sometime.”

Cerebus continued snoring behind them as Caleb and Mare walked from the kitchen into the living room. The fire in the hearth was little more than ashes, but early morning glow from Hades’s lava river streamed in from between the curtains. It gave the whole parlor a romantic atmosphere.

No one else in the apartment had risen yet, just Caleb and Mare. He saw that she had indeed transformed the couch into a comfy little love nest, using two big throw pillows and a puffy blanket. She’d probably been snug as a bug in a rug last night, while he’d been curled up among his girls.

As she walked just ahead of him, his hand strayed down to her ass. Mare didn’t have the thickness of Lady Lachrymosa or the roundness of Eira, but what she did have was a firm, athletic behind that looked great in anything tight. Caleb felt certain she could have bounced any amount of Wyrdworld currency off that ass.

Mare groaned as his fingers gripped her. “Fucking finally,” she whispered, grinning over her shoulder. “I thought you and me were never going to do this!”

Caleb chuckled. “Sorry we haven’t gotten around to it sooner,” he said, giving her ass another squeeze. Yes, it was definitely the kind of rear he could get used to having in his hand. “You’re a beautiful woman, but I’ve had my hands full.”

“I know,” Mare said, turning around to face him. It wasn’t until the two of them stood like that in the middle of the living room that he truly realized how short the demoness was. In the driver’s seat she looked taller, and her boots usually added a few inches, but here? Here, the top of her head barely came up to his chin.

Mare stood on tiptoe, her hands going to his chest. He leaned down and kissed her, taking his time and enjoying it.

Mare broke the kiss with a sly smile. “I understand. You’re a very busy man, Caleb Holdstock. It’s taken me a while to get you all to myself. But now that we’re alone…”

She lifted a leg and practically climbed into his arms. Her mouth covered his, and he felt his cock stiffen against her thigh. Her hands moved down his body, and he heard the sound of his belt being undone.

"You don’t waste any time, do you?” he said.

Mare grinned. "I've waited long enough," she said, dropping to her knees. "Let's get to the good stuff."

She pulled down his pants and underwear, exposing his hard cock. She licked her lips as she gazed at it, then looked up at him, her hungry gaze stoking the fires of his lust.

"You know, I’ve heard you with those women so many times,” she said, a wondering expression flickering across her face. “But this is the first time I’ve seen you naked.”

“You like what you see?” His cock bobbed gently, so hard that it hurt. When the demoness’s eyes flickered back to it from the motion, a bead of precum dribbled from the tip.

Mara nodded eagerly. “I do,” she said with a little laugh. “I do, I do!”

Sounds like a woman at a wedding, Caleb thought. Maybe that’s exactly what this was. Once he took Mare, she’d be his forever, just like the rest of his girls. Bound forever to the Heir of Holdstock, part of the revolution that he was building in the Wyrdworld.

The thought gave him pause. Was this really what Mare wanted? Truly?

“Mare,” Caleb groaned, putting his hands on the demoness’s shoulders. “Listen, are you sure you want this? This isn’t a one-night stand… it’s kind of a commitment.”

The demoness chuckled knowingly. She wrapped her hand around his shaft, her grip both firm and warm. Caleb groaned as she began to stroke him, her hand moving up and down his length like it had been designed to fit him.

“I know that,” she growled, looking up at him with unbridled lust. “Believe me, Caleb, I’ve been with you long enough to see what happens to every girl you hook up with.”

She leaned in close, the tip of her soft pink tongue teasing that special spot on the underside of his shaft. He gasped at the contact, his cock throbbing hard.

Mare puckered up and spit all over Caleb’s cock. Her juices made it even easier for her hand to slide up and down. A thin line of saliva ran from the tip of his swollen crown all the way to the corner of Mare’s mouth.

She leaned back with a smile, so sweet and sultry at the same time that it made him shiver. Suddenly all the pretense dropped off her pretty face. She looked up at him, unguarded and open.

“I’ve wanted this for so long,” she whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. “Pretty much from the first time I met you. I want to taste you, Caleb. Shit, I want to feel you inside me.”

As she spoke, the demoness pressed her face against his cock. She kissed the underside of his shaft, her nostrils flaring as she inhaled the musk of his manhood. The sensation made him groan, and his hands went from her hair to her short horns.

Mare smiled, her eyes flashing with mischief. “So what do you say, sir? Am I good enough to join the harem?”

Before Caleb could respond, she opened her mouth and took him inside.

Her tongue swirled around his shaft, hitting that same sensitive spot she’d teased so skillfully with her tongue earlier. The bliss sent Caleb wild, and his hips bucked against her face like they had a mind of their own.

Mare formed a tight seal around his shaft with her pouty lips, bobbing up and down on his prick slow and hard. Each time she took him deeper.

Soon she was going all the way down to his balls. Still her eyes stayed on his, even as tears formed in the corners. Her hand gripped his balls, gently massaging the swollen orbs as she sucked him off. Every time she pulled back, her hand was there, gripping him and stroking before that incredible warmth and tightness enveloped him anew.

He’d had more beauties in his bed over the last year than most men were blessed to court in a lifetime, and every one of them had been an experience worth treasuring and savoring. Eira’s elven sex magic, Yui’s ardor, Lady Lachrymosa’s gentle teasing and the way she nibbled at his inner thigh before drinking from him… these were the sorts of memories a man took with him along the course of his lifetime, drawing strength and joy from as the years roll by. All of his girls had special talents that set them apart from the rest of the pack, that created memories no one else could match.

What was Mare’s? If he had to come up with a response, he’d probably say it was her enthusiasm at blowing him. His other women sucked his cock, of course, but none of them worshiped his dick like Mare.

Caleb had thought he’d become an expert at controlling his own pleasure, at delaying his orgasm until he was good and ready to shoot, but Mare’s mouth had other ideas. Other plans. It took a shockingly short amount of time for him to feel the familiar tingle in his balls that heralded an orgasm. His cock swelled bigger and thicker in Mare’s mouth, the swollen crown hitting the back of her throat every time she swallowed him down.

The demoness winked up at him. Her mouth never left his cock, but if it had for even a moment, he knew exactly what Mare would say. Her wink and her demeanor communicated it more clearly than any words ever could.

“I don’t WANT you to last much longer,” that wink said. “Shoot in my mouth, sir. Fill me with your load…”

And a few moments later, that was exactly what Caleb did.

The pleasure built and built until he could no longer resist it. It built to a crescendo as he thrust deep into Mare’s throat. A lesser woman might have gagged and pulled off him just then, but Mare did not.

Her eyes stayed locked on his, but rolled up ever so slightly into her head as the first jet of his seed coated her tongue. Mare moaned right along with him as he shot, her cheeks hollowing around his prick as she drank down his load. Each jet that left him felt like its own orgasm, making him shudder and pant and grip the demoness’s hair. She took him like a queen, gamely swallowing down his cum.

It was only as the pleasure began to ebb that Caleb noticed her free hand between her thighs.

Mare drank the last few drops then pulled back. “On the couch,” she growled, giving the underside of his crown a little kiss. “I want you to fuck me. Now!”

“Can do,” Caleb said, helping the demoness to her feet.

Mare made her way across the room, shimmying out of her clothes as she reached the couch. By the time she got to where she’d been sleeping, she was down to her bra and panties, and once she lifted the heavy blanket and climbed in underneath it, Caleb saw her toss the fabric across the room. She was naked under there, oh so primed and ready for him.

“I want you.” The truth of the words rang like a bell. “Now get in here and fuck me, before the other girls wake up and spoil this!”

He let the boxers that were already around his knees drop to the floor as he climbed under the blanket with the demoness. Just as he suspected, she was naked under the fluffy fabric. Her body was lithe and toned, every bit as athletic and tight as he’d hoped. Her breasts were on the smaller side and perfectly shaped. Her nipples stood erect, begging to be touched and kissed.

Caleb wasted no time. His hands roamed over her body, caressing every inch of her curves. He buried his face between her tits and sucked one of her stiff nipples, letting his fingers play around her ass and pussy as he kissed her gorgeous breasts.

Mare moaned, arching her back as Caleb made her boil over. “Yes!” she whimpered, grinding her pelvis against him. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, the irises beneath feverish with lust. “Just like that, baby! I can’t believe how fucking horny you are. I just sucked your cock.”

Caleb leaned in and kissed her, capturing her mouth with a searing kiss. She bit down on his bottom lip so hard that he tasted blood, then her arms were encircling him at the same time as her legs. Her body welcomed him, practically melting into the cushions of the couch as she invited him to enter her.

The heat between their bodies grew. The blankets trapped it, and Caleb felt sweat breaking out all over his chest and back. Mare was sweaty, too—her tits were covered in it. His tongue trailed up and down her orbs, tasting it as she shivered and moaned and whimpered for more.

Finally Mare could take no more. “Please,” she begged, her voice hoarse with desire. Her nails dug into Caleb’s back, adding sharp spikes of pain to his pleasure. “Fuck me, Caleb! I need you inside me!”

It was all the permission he needed. Caleb’s knee shoved Mare’s thighs apart, revealing the slit waiting between her legs. He pushed into that valley, the swollen crown of his cock rubbing against her wetness. She was already boiling over, so turned on that her juices coated his shaft.

The temptation to thrust into her and claim her was intense, even after Mare’s blowjob took the edge off. But a quick pump and dump was the exact opposite of what he wanted. Despite Mare’s worries that some of his other girls would show up and ruin their fun, Caleb knew that was extremely unlikely to happen. Not only were they all heavy sleepers, none of his girls would have interrupted. They might have watched from the shadows, but they wouldn’t interfere.

So Caleb was free to take his time. And he wanted this sex to be something Mare would never forget.

He ran the crown of his cock up and down her slit. Slowly her folds parted, and he felt that stiff, swollen nub deep beneath her nether lips. It rested at the apex of her pleasure, and when he swirled his cock around it with gentle and then harsh pressure, the demoness nearly came apart beneath him.

“Unnnngh!” She arched her ass, practically jumping off of the couch in her eagerness to get him inside of her. “Fuck me, sir, fuck me!”

Mare’s expression went slack beneath him. His dick continued to swirl around her peak, teasing her without giving her the relief she so desperately needed.

“Sir, pleeeease,” Mare whined, wrapping her legs around his hips. “Don’t I deserve that dick, sir? Didn’t I do a good job sucking on your cock like a little whore?”

He felt his resolve weakening, even as Mare’s clit throbbed like an electric toothbrush against the head of his manhood.

“Please let me be a little whore for you,” Mare whispered in Caleb’s ear. An inch of his prick poked into her channel. “Let me show you what this pussy can do, sir!”

Caleb couldn’t take it any longer. With one hard, driving thrust, he impaled himself hilt-deep inside of Mare’s tightness.

The demoness’s words were cut off by a scream of pleasure as she felt him enter her. Her walls dripped around him, coating him in her girl juices, and her soft interior was covered in these small ridges that drove him absolutely wild.

He leaned back and watched himself enter her, his cock thrusting between her slender hips.

Every time his prick left her pussy, it was coated with more cream. Mare was soaked like he’d never seen before, so turned on that she couldn’t think straight. Her moans filled the living room, her hands gripping his shoulders tight as she ratcheted herself onto him as hard as she could.

“Yes, yes!” she cried, the relief of having him buried inside her so sweet she nearly came right then and there. “Don’t stop. Fuck, please don’t stop!”

Caleb had no intention of stopping. Instead he thrust into her harder, faster, his pace quickening. One leg landed on the floor, using the carpet as leverage, and the whole couch shook beneath them. The sound of their bodies slapping together filled the room, mingling with their moans of pleasure.

Suddenly Mare’s whimpers changed. Her nails dug into his skin, raking him as her thighs clenched around his hips with all her might. “Oh God!” she groaned, an irony if there ever was one.

As she approached her peak, she grabbed Caleb’s hands and put them around her throat.

Mare groaned with bliss, relaxing into his touch as her eyes rolled back in her head. “Yessss,” she whimpered, letting out a sound like steam escaping a hot kettle.

Mare’s cry of bliss filled the room. Her body trembled as she reached her peak, going weightless beneath him as her inner walls clenched and gripped him. She was as tight as a fist around him as she came, her body writhing and shuddering as if she’d been struck by lightning.

“Yes! Yes!” Mare cried, delirious in the midst of her orgasm. “Thank you, thank you!”

Caleb’s own orgasm followed hers, the bliss crashing through him like a thunderclap.

Both of them groaned and kissed as they came down from their mutual peaks.

It was amazing. It was blissful. It was exactly what they needed.

They both collapsed, spent and satisfied. The light coming through the curtains had brightened a fraction, telling Caleb just how long it had been since he’d come upon Mare in the kitchen sipping his coffee.

His mind reeled from the intensity of his orgasm. Even now, little aftershocks rocked his frame.

“Wow,” he said, rolling to the side. “Shit, that was incredible.”

“It was,” Mare agreed, cuddling up to him. “I’m so glad I’m yours. I mean, I was your employee before, but I’m so much more now. I can make you and the other girls so happy!”

Caleb was happy, too. He closed his eyes, feeling a sudden tiredness wash over him. He could have easily gone back to sleep and woken up sometime around noon—it was that sort of morning. He longed to pull Mare back into bed with him, to surprise the rest of the harem with the sight of the demoness in their bed whenever they rose.

Of course, that was when his harem decided to surprise him.

He glanced over at the kitchen, merely curious, and was amused to see two pairs of heads peering out from the crack in the door. Eira’s, and Desdemona’s.

“It looks like they’re happy, too,” Caleb said sleepily. “Morning, girls.”

Mare let out a yelp. She rolled into Caleb’s arms and hid beneath the blankets as both Desdemona and Eira entered the room. Coffee steamed from mugs in the women’s hands, dissolving into the chilly air of the living room. Both of them carried two mugs—Caleb realized Desdemona’s extra was for him, and Eira’s was for Mare.

“Good morning,” Desdemona said, handing Caleb a cup of coffee. She settled onto the opposite couch, folding her legs beneath her as she stretched and sighed. “I see we have a new woman to welcome into the harem?”

“I figured it was time,” Caleb said, rubbing the small of Mare’s back. She was so embarrassed, she couldn’t lift her face from Caleb’s chest. She’d been more than willing to joke about the other girls sneaking up on them before she brought him to her couch to fuck, but now that it was really happening, she’d gotten butterflies in her stomach. “I’m sure you saw the whole thing, too.”

“Parts,” Desdemona admitted, taking a sip of her brew. “I was busy making coffee. You and Mare left very little for the rest of us.”

Eira grinned at the driver. “Welcome to the party,” she told Mare. “It’s a crazy fucking ride, but it’s one I wouldn’t trade for anything.” She leaned forward, scrutinizing the blankets. “You going to come out of there?”

Mare could hide no longer. Her head popped out from beneath the fluffy fabric. “I’m here,” she said, sitting up with a sigh. She kept the blanket wrapped around her just beneath her neck, hiding her nudity, which had the unfortunate effect of pulling the fabric away from Caleb. Both Desdemona and Eira let out little purrs as they saw his naked body.

“Oh, stop,” Caleb said, picking up his boxers and putting them back on. The look Eira gave him said she wished he wouldn’t, but he wasn’t quite at the point of lounging around naked just yet. That was a level of Roman orgy they’d yet to reach. “Mare’s already embarrassed enough.”

“Here,” the elf said, handing Mare a cup of coffee. “You’ll probably need this. Caleb fucks like a beast—he always leaves me feeling like a wet towel that’s been hung out to dry after he’s done with me.”

“I’m a little sore,” Mare said, giving the two women a wry smile as she sipped her coffee. “But it’s a good sore.”

All of them laughed. That was a good feeling.

“Alright,” Caleb said, putting his feet on the floor. “What are we going to do today?”



Chapter 23

The women loved Mare, of course. The reaction to the news that the demoness driver had officially joined the harem was universally one of amusement.

“Finally,” Yui said once she’d woken up and joined the rest of the crew. “I thought you two were going to eye-fuck each other all the way to Election Day!”

The general sentiment was shared among the whole harem. They were glad to have Mare as part of their number, even as Caleb’s campaign reached its final stage.

Their domestic bliss passed quickly, the days flickering away like leaves in an autumn wind. Election Day grew ever closer, where the people of Hades would make their choice between himself and Belleteyn D’Amore to sit the seat in the Celestial Senate that was once held by Caleb’s grandfather.

The race was tighter than anyone on either side of the aisle would have liked. The lead Belleteyn gained with the release of the ‘sex tape’ between Caleb and Imani Nox had more or less evaporated, but the boost Lady Lachrymosa and the other vampires of Omega had been hoping for from his grand gesture at the MacCammon Hospital had also failed to materialize. The tragedy of what had happened with the Item World cascade overshadowed the good news of the hospital’s Crafting and completion, and so sapped enthusiasm for Caleb in the polls.

As the window for big shifts in the polling pre-Election Day closed, the field narrowed, until both Caleb and Belleteyn D’Amore were polling within the margin of error. The best efforts of Lady Lachrymosa and Charity showed a slight, if barely substantial, lead for Caleb—but not enough to be certain of victory.

As he conducted meetings and interviews from his apartment, watching far too much news in between sessions of vigorous lovemaking with his harem, Caleb and his companions grew to accept a simple truth. One that he had secretly been banking on all along.

It would be the debate. The debate would settle everything.

That truth had crystallized in the minds of Lady Lachrymosa and her fellow vampires as the big day approached.

“You need to be ready,” the vampire giantess assured him, her face giving him a desperate look from the other side of a video screen. Lady Lachrymosa hadn’t put in a proper visit to the apartment in a week—she had far too many fires to put out on the campaign trail, as she said, and had only dropped in once, briefly, to drink a few drops from Caleb outside of his bedroom window. She looked haggard, and he’d already promised her multiple times that they’d go on a vacation once his Senate seat was secured.

She looked like she needed it.

“I am ready,” Caleb said.

His girls sat around him at the kitchen table, which was covered in papers. Everything from interview requests to the latest transcripts of Belleteyn’s campaign ads lay spread out for Caleb’s perusal.

“Honestly, I don’t know how I could be more ready, Lady Lachrymosa,” he continued. “We all know Belleteyn’s mind is rotted out from her malkini corruption. Once the people of Hades see me and her standing next to each other, up there on the debate stage, they’ll know there’s really only one choice for who should sit the Celestial Senate…”

It was the gambit Caleb had been depending on ever since he’d announced his campaign. He knew from the beginning that the only hope he had of taking over his grandfather’s Senate seat lay in looking like the logical option —like a sane, rational individual next to Belleteyn’s batshit insanity. The bounty hunter managed to put a few dents in his reputation thanks to her nasty tricks, but deep in his heart of hearts, Caleb truly believed that the people of Hades were behind his bid for office, and not hers.

Of course, he still had to convince them of that.

After his adventure at South Hades’s most in-need hospital, Caleb hadn’t left his apartment. He’d stayed put on the suggestion of both Lady Lachrymosa and Desdemona, both of whom believed he needed a little time out of the spotlight to rest, heal up, and recalibrate his reputation in the public eye. There were too many questions surrounding MacCammon, mixing the good of the event with too much tragedy. Though Caleb would have loved nothing more than to grant an exclusive interview to Imani Nox and explain everything over the airwaves, his advisors thought it a bad idea.

“Save it for the debate,” Lady Lachrymosa had said. “She won’t see it coming if you do. You can unload on the bitch with both barrels, and all she’ll be able to do is stand on stage and giggle like a little bobblehead!”

Poetic imagery. Under such counsel, Caleb had instead begun mentally preparing himself for his role in the Celestial Senate. To his surprise, he enjoyed the work.

Every morning, Charity or some other vampire brought about a whole stack of paperwork. Some of it involved the bills that were currently up for debate in the legislature, while a great deal of it amounted to what was essentially a crash course in the way democracy worked in the Wyrdworld. Caleb was far from surprised to see that the legislative process was even more adversarial in Hades than it was back on Earth. Duels were common on the floor of the Celestial Senate, and more than one representative had had their throat torn out in the middle of a particularly intense session.

In order to make sure he was no slouch, Caleb spent his precious free time training. Charity primarily helped train his mind, overseeing his lessons in statecraft, while Desdemona worked to train his body by giving him more experience in Crafting and casting spells. By the time the night of the debate rolled around, Caleb was feeling pretty good about himself—he wasn’t certain of victory, but he felt damned sure he’d give a good accounting of himself no matter what happened.

Then the night itself arrived. Caleb didn’t bother watching the news that morning—it talked about little else. Neither he nor Belleteyn D’Amore had been seen in public since the tragedy at the hospital, and there was hot debate over the airwaves whether one of them might actually ghost the other at the big event. A few people even seemed to believe the debate wouldn’t happen at all, that neither Caleb nor Belleteyn D’Amore would bother to show.

That wasn’t the case. No matter what, Caleb was going to be there. And if Belleteyn didn’t show up on the debate stage, well, he’d just have the whole place to himself, that’s all. He’d have a perfect showcase to convince the people of Hades that he was the right man for the job.

The slight change in pressure in his bedroom told him that Charity had just entered. Caleb stood before the mirror, adjusting his tie and giving himself a final once-over. He frowned at his own reflection, noting that of the vampire in the doorway. Unlike the stories, creatures like Charity and Lady Lachrymosa could be seen in mirrors.

“It’s just about time to go, sir,” Charity said, taking a step into the room. “You look excellent, by the by.”

Caleb wasn’t so sure. He’d never been a fan of playing fancy dress-up games. A nice watch, a sport coat, and a decent pair of jeans were what he normally considered sufficient for a night on the town. But tonight, the people of Hades needed to see something beyond Caleb Holdstock, Hades’s richest new playboy.

They needed to see Caleb Holdstock, grandson of the revered and venerable Gene Holdstock. Heir not only to his grandfather’s legacy as a Crafter, but his skill at uniting people and putting the welfare of the Wyrdworld over petty politics.

“If you say so,” he said. He made a final adjustment to his tie and followed the vampire into the living room, where the rest of the group waited.

On Desdemona’s suggestion, the rest of his girls had dressed conservatively for the debate. They’d be spotted in the front row, of course, cheering him on, and so while they were all dolled up, they looked far more like wives than girlfriends.

The sole exception to this was Mare. The demoness, so freshly added to the harem, had no intention of dressing like some kind of dowdy old maid. Particularly when, unlike the rest of his girls, she had no intention of being present at the debate. Rather than shove yet another new conquest in the voters’ faces tonight, Mare would remain with the car, waiting in the parking garage for the event to be over.

All of his companions oohed and ahhed at his professional look, but it was Mare’s eyes that laughed the loudest with mischief.

“Damn, you look swanky, sir!” the demoness said, pretending like she was about to faint. She tilted on her heels and leaned against Eira, making a show of having to fan herself off as if attacked by the vapors. “If you’d worn that during our first meeting, I wouldn’t have let you out of the back of my cab!”

“Then it’s a good thing I only dress up like this for special occasions,” Caleb countered with a grin. “Are we all just about ready to go?”

His companions nodded. Of all the girls who’d actually be in the front row watching him during the debate, the one with the boldest dress sense was definitely Yui. This was on purpose. Lady Lachrymosa wanted the cameras zooming in on that baby bump as much as possible, even if the effects of Yui’s pregnancy were barely visible at the moment. Everyone knew she was pregnant, and knowing it would remind them that Caleb had matured into a family man.

Charity consulted a tiny earpiece, tapping it with a long nail. It connected her directly to Omega’s security, which even now were clearing the lane to the debate amphitheater. She hissed a few words in a tongue Caleb didn’t recognize, nodded, then closed the connection.

“We’re all good to go,” she said, glancing up at Caleb. “Mare, you will take the women in your vehicle. You will be provided a vampiric escort, to ensure there are no problems. Caleb, you’re with me.”

Huh? This wasn’t part of the plan. Or was it? Caleb had been so focused on the debate that he’d missed most of the trappings around it. Was this some last minute attempt to shore up security, or something else?

“What’s going on?” Yui asked, her hand straying to her belly. “Why isn’t Caleb with us?”

“Last-minute debate prep,” Charity said blandly.

No one believed her. Their faces made it plain.

The vampire accountant managed to keep a straight face for several seconds, which was longer than Caleb would have guessed she could last beneath the withering gaze of his girls. Finally it was too much for her, and her expression crumbled.

“Fine,” she spat. “My Mistress commanded it. There’s to be no hanky-panky on the way to the debate—there will be cameras on you the entire way there. If they catch anything that Belleteyn D’Amore could point to…”

Imani nodded. “That makes perfect sense. Besides, Caleb needs to keep his mind sharp.”

Most of the harem didn’t like the sound of that, but they were willing to admit she was right. All of them wanted to say goodbye to Caleb before the debate.

The color drained from Yui’s face, and her hand reached out to grab Caleb’s. Her grip was so tight that he wondered for a moment if something was wrong with her.

“Can I… can I stay with Caleb, please?” she whispered. “I promise I won’t start any hanky-panky, or anything like that. I just want to see Caleb safely to the arena.” She batted her eyelashes at the vampire, as if Charity were the sort of person to be swayed by big eyes and a pretty face.

“Hmm,” Charity murmured. She gave Yui a look that wasn’t terribly hopeful. “Those weren’t my Mistress’s orders…”

Before they could argue any further, Caleb stepped in. “Your Mistress will forgive me for taking a little initiative. Yui’s with me. She’ll ride in whatever car you’ve got prepared to take me to the arena.”

A pair of vampires in suits took the women downstairs to get in Mare’s vehicle. Charity waited for them to leave, then guided Caleb and Yui down a separate set of stairs to an exit Caleb hadn’t even realized was part of the building. A black limousine waited there, two of its four wheels parked on the curb. Another vampire wearing black sunglasses sat behind the wheel, tapping on the leather as he waited for his cargo.

“Right in here, sir,” Charity said, opening a door. Caleb escorted Yui inside first, and made sure that she was comfortable. Then he climbed inside and allowed Charity to close the door.

The interior was incredibly luxurious and smelled like teakwood. The seats were as plush as pillows, and Caleb found himself relaxing almost despite himself as they settled in. Yui threw her arms around him, as nervous as a newborn kitten.

“Are you okay?” Caleb asked, stroking her hair.

Yui wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’m okay. I’m just nervous, is all. Today’s the big day, right?”

“Right,” Caleb agreed. “Today I show the people of Hades that I’m the right man to lead them into the future, instead of Belleteyn D’Amore.”

Before Yui could respond, the door on the opposite side of the limousine slid open. Charity blinked inside, closing the door behind her with a final, fearful look at the street outside. The vehicle's windows tinted themselves completely black, so that no one out on the streets of Hades would be able to tell who was inside.

It was obvious, though.

Now that they were on their way, Charity began to relax. She tapped her earpiece and sent a signal to the driver, and the limo pulled out onto the street. “We should be there soon,” she said, leaning back into her chair with a sigh. “My Mistress will meet you at the rear entrance of the arena.”

Caleb nodded. Though the windows of the limo were black mirrors to those outside, nothing kept him from seeing what was going on outside. He watched as buildings passed in his vision, the city slowly rolling by.

“Any updates on Belleteyn?” he asked, glancing over at Charity. “Has she been seen moving through the city, or heading anywhere near the arena?”

He remembered once again the news reports. The speculation that one or the other competitor would ghost the debate—would simply decide not to show up. If either he or Bellteyn failed to arrive, the press would consider it a forfeit.

Would it be enough to end Belleteyn’s campaign if she chickened out? Caleb wasn’t sure. He hoped she would show up, because he wanted to nail her to the wall. After all the bullshit she’d done, it was time for her to pay for her crimes.

Charity was already shaking her head. “There’s been nothing on the Belleteyn front. No one’s seen hide nor feathers of the bounty hunter, especially not since the tragedy at the hospital took over the headlines. We made sure that her name was connected with that disaster.”

Nothing yet? If Belleteyn was going to show, she’d have to reveal herself soon. Otherwise, the bounty hunter wouldn’t make it to the stage in time.

“That’s good, right?” Yui asked. A little of her fear had dropped away, but she still looked worried. “If Belleteyn doesn’t show, the Fae can’t do any nasty shit to Caleb, right? We’ll just win by default?”

“The press will consider it a win for Caleb,” Charity said with a frown. “But my Mistress believes a solid defeat will do more for the campaign, and I agree.” Then she sighed. “I must admit, Caleb, there was another reason for separating you from your women on the drive over.”

“For security, right?”

A slight widening of the vampire’s eyes was the only sign he’d hit the mark. “Correct. You’ve told us that the Fae woman known as Alecto owes you a favor. That may protect you from her tonight—she certainly wouldn’t want to tangle with a man who has leverage on her during such an auspicious day, but that doesn’t mean the Fae won’t try something to tip the scales.”

“First of all,” Caleb said, frowning, “Alecto does owe me a favor. That’s just a fact—I forced her to thank me, in front of her elders. And if the Fae are going to bum rush the debate tonight, why did you put all my eggs in one basket? If Alecto’s people attack Mare’s convoy, I’m in deep shit.”

Charity was already gesturing for peace. “Your women are surrounded by our very best operatives. Moreover, they’re currently sealed inside of Mare’s vehicle—which means that at this moment, no one from Belleteyn’s campaign or the Fae know which vehicle has which people in it. That gives you some measure of security.”

“Not nearly enough,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “You’re saying it’s a fifty-fifty shot if Belleteyn attacks me or attacks my girls? That’s no good, Charity.”

“When in the world did I say fifty-fifty?” the vampire said with a knowing smile. “Take a look out your left window, sir.”

Caleb did. And saw something that made his jaw drop.

They’d just turned onto the main highway leading through the center of Hades. In the next lane over was an identical limousine to the one Caleb and Yui were riding in, the windows blacked out to keep anyone from seeing what was happening on the inside.

“Decoys,” Yui whispered, amazed. “You’ve got decoys out on the streets!”

“A dozen of them,” Charity said proudly. “What, did you think we were novices at this whole security thing? We’ll be criss-crossing several times throughout the city, confusing any attempts to track us.”

As if responding to the vampire’s words, the limo in the next lane took that opportunity to pass them. Their own vehicle fell back, taking the next exit and dropping down a side street.

“The subterfuge will add a small amount of time to our journey,” Charity said with a shrug. “But the additional wait will be minimal.”

It was brilliant. Genius. Belleteyn couldn’t attack an entire fleet of limousines—not without looking like some kind of genocidal warlord. She’d have had to pick and choose one or two targets. And if she did, she had a very good chance of missing Caleb entirely.

“Wait,” Yui said, suddenly stiffening in Caleb’s arms. “What about Mare’s taxi? They’ll know that the girls are inside…”

“There are several counterfeit taxis traveling through Hades as well,” Charity said with a small nod. “All the women are inside the cab with the windows hidden, so they should not provide any extra incentive to be attacked. There are decoy riders in the other vehicles, as well, so that infrared will not give us away.”

Caleb had to hand it to her. Charity and her Mistress had planned this to the hilt.

“All you need to do is lie back and enjoy the ride,” Charity said, unstopping a small red bottle in a compartment next to her seat. “And make yourself ready for the debate, sir. Despite our best attempts at intelligence gathering, I have no idea what tricks Belleteyn might have up her sleeve at this meeting. If she shows up at all.”

It was a sobering thought.

“She’d better,” said Caleb. “Otherwise she’ll have put us through all this for nothing.”

“Caleb?” Yui’s voice was so quiet that it was barely audible.

Instantly his focus was on her. “What’s up?” he asked, glancing down at Yui.

“There’s something I wanted to ask you,” she said, looking up at him with a forlorn expression. Her gaze flickered over to Charity, but only for a moment. He could see her inner resolve steeling, as if she were telling herself to pretend they were alone in the cabin without the vampire to overhear. “I… I didn’t want to say it in front of the others, because they’d probably think of less of me if I did. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to say anything—it’s almost too much like I’m trying to jinx things…”

Caleb smiled. His hand went to Yui’s belly, giving the life growing there a gentle squeeze.

“I don’t believe in jinxes,” he said, giving Yui an indulgent smile. “Go ahead.”

She looked so upset that there were practically tears in her eyes. “We’ve made all these plans,” she whispered, glancing down at her stomach. “For you, for me, for the baby—for the whole harem. But they all depend on one thing.”

“Me winning,” Caleb said. He didn’t need to think about it. It was obvious.

Yui looked up, fixing him with her big dark eyes. “Caleb,” she asked, her voice cracking, “what are we going to do if you lose?”

From the other side of the limo, he heard Charity gasp. “We don’t need to discuss that,” the vampire said quickly. “Caleb simply isn’t going to lose.”

“No, it’s alright. It’s a valid question.” One hand went to Yui’s belly, while the other stroked her hair. “I think I’m starting to understand why you’re so worried. You want to make sure this baby’s taken care of, right? That no matter what happens, I’ll do right by you and the baby?”

Yui swallowed hard. “I want to stay here,” she said firmly. Her eyes gazed into his, and he could see that she wanted this almost as much as she wanted him—that it was a fundamental part of the person she’d become. “I know we could go back to Earth—that both of us have money, and we could be pretty much whoever we want back at home. I figure that’s probably a pretty seductive notion, if it turns out you don’t get to sit in the Celestial Senate.”

“I don’t know about that. I find this world to be pretty refreshing, actually.”

Yui smiled at that. “But even if you lose—even if your chance to be great and respected here in the Wyrdworld slips through your fingers because of some dirty trick from Belleteyn or the Fae—I don’t want you to give up. I want to stay here, with you, and raise our family. With all your other women, too.”

Charity finally spoke up. “This is highly unusual.”

“And Charity, too,” Yui added, her eyes flashing with sudden mischief. “Come on, we both know she wants you. You’ve got to add her to the harem, Caleb.”

Charity nearly dropped her vial of blood all over the limo’s carpet. She couldn’t have looked more shocked if Yui had sprung across the floor with a stake in her hand and driven it into the accountant’s heart.

Caleb looked the vampire up and down, thinking how it would be to have her. Then he laughed. “Hell. I already added my driver to my personal harem. I might as well throw the woman who handles my money into the mix, right?”

Charity’s mouth worked soundlessly. “You… you would really…?”

“You’re a gorgeous woman, Charity,” Caleb said. Not only that, but she was already practically part of the family. He liked her, and he was sure the two of them would get along just as well in the bedroom as they did in every other part of his life. “I like you a lot. I’ve wanted to tell you that, actually, just like with Mare. I just haven’t had a lot of time…”

“That’s… putting it mildly,” she whispered. “Oh, my Mistress would kill me!”

“I’m not thinking of your Mistress right now,” Caleb said, meaning it. “How about we seal it right now?”

He didn’t think the vampire could have looked any more shocked.

“Before the big game?” Charity gasped, her gaze traveling between Caleb’s legs. “Oh, but sir, I couldn’t…”

“I’m not talking about sex,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I’m talking about this.”

He lifted his finger and bit down on the tip, tearing it with his teeth. A sharp spike of pain filled his mouth, and he tasted blood. When he pulled back, a dark droplet rested on the pad of his index finger.

Charity stared at it, a hunger in her eyes like nothing he’d ever known.

“My Mistress,” she blurted, looking like she wanted to cross herself. “She already drinks from you…”

“And?” Caleb shrugged. “I’ve got plenty of blood. Lady Lachrymosa only drinks from me once a week or so. I can definitely juggle two vampires.”

Charity blinked.

There was no in-between time. One moment she sat on the opposite end of the limo, staring at Caleb like he’d grown a second head. In the next, she knelt next to him, her mouth inches away from the droplet of blood oozing from his finger.

“If you’re sure…” she whispered, gazing up at him.

He could feel Yui’s shoulders rising and falling rapidly. Oh yeah, she was excited.

“Knock yourself out,” he said. “Just take a little, though. Like you said, I need to be sharp.”

Warmth enveloped his digit. Charity treated his finger like it was a tube dispensing air, and she was a deep water diver who had lost her mask. Caleb felt blood trickle from the shallow wound—then a sharper pain made him wince.

Charity had just bit him!

The blonde vampire’s eyes rolled back in her head. Her whole body began to quake, spots of color spreading across her pale skin. The most wondrous noises escaped her as she writhed, giving in to the forbidden bliss of drinking a Crafter’s blood. Her back arched, her muscles tensed, and Caleb was filled with a single conclusion.

Yui voiced it. “Holy shit. Did you just cum from sucking Caleb’s blood?”

Sheepishly, Charity opened her mouth. “Yes,” she admitted, licking her lips. She settled back on the couch, once more in control of herself. “I did. Sir.”

“Wow,” Yui whispered. “Total vampgasm!”

Caleb smiled, then pulled the vampire to him and kissed her. Charity tensed up for a moment, then relaxed into him. She still thinks this is wrong, he thought. That her Mistress wouldn’t approve.

“You’re mine,” he told the vampire. “I haven’t fucked you yet, but that doesn’t matter. You’ve drank my blood, which makes you a part of my harem. Understood?”

Charity looked at him like she’d just won the lottery. “Yes, sir! I… thank you, Caleb. Part of me had hoped… but I thought you would never notice me. You are always so surrounded by babes…”

“I know,” he said, giving the vampire a peck on the cheek. “And now I’m taking one more babe home with me.”

Charity giggled at that. “You are a charmer,” she said, rubbing the place where he’d kissed her. “You will win this debate, Caleb. Yui has nothing to worry about. The future of the Wyrdworld is in your hands.”

Caleb hoped so.


Chapter 24

I can’t believe this, Caleb thought, looking out over the crowd. After all the backstabbing. All the bullshit. Belleteyn isn’t going to show!

He stood behind a thick curtain, peering out through a narrow opening into the arena proper. He’d arrived ten minutes ago and had been hustled backstage by Charity and a bunch of vampires with suits and security earbuds. Charity had been walking on air since being added to his harem, and Lady Lachrymosa had taken one look at her subordinate and guessed that something was up. Fortunately for them all, Charity’s ‘Mistress’ seemed more than willing to postpone discussion of his latest acquisition until after the debate.

Which was seeming more and more with each passing moment to be a flop.

The crowd was restless. Practically anybody who was anybody had gotten a ticket to this event in the front rows of the auditorium, Caleb saw a rogue’s gallery of the famous and infamous in Hades and elsewhere. The leaders of all three of the city’s great clans were in attendance, with Greenwreath and Blackveil rubbing shoulders with Moonwraith and the various unaffiliated gangs of the city. A number of Senators (who Caleb only recognized thanks to Desdemona’s lessons) sat even closer to the action, though most appeared to be paying little attention to the spectacle. One man, a heavy-set dwarf of some age, appeared to actually be napping in his chair.

All the way up front, in the place of honor, sat Caleb’s harem. There were so many of them that they had the row almost completely to themselves—the other seats were taken up by security. Eira, Yui, Desdemona, Imani, Mare, even Lady Lachrymosa herself—they’d all shown up for him, looking their best and preparing themselves to cheer for Caleb.

On the opposite side of the stage lay a completely empty row of seats. Those had been reserved for the guests of Belleteyn D’Amore, but apparently the bounty hunter hadn’t brought any.

In fact, she’d given no indication that she was even going to show up for this event.

“The debate was supposed to start ten minutes ago,” Caleb said, turning away from his hiding place. “Where the fuck is Belleteyn?”

Charity looked worried. So did the other vampires who’d been assigned to security. Caleb knew they’d all joked about this possibility: Belleteyn chickening out and refusing to face Caleb on stage. But joking about it and facing it head on were two very different things.

They had a crowd out there. And that crowd wanted a show.

If they didn’t manage this right, things out there could get bad.

Charity cleared her throat. “We have eyes in the skies over Hades,” she said, adjusting her earpiece. “I’m getting updates every thirty seconds from air command, but there’s nothing out there in Hades airspace. If Belleteyn is coming, she’s not flying.”

“Maybe she’s going to tunnel under the arena,” Caleb muttered. “Like Bugs fucking Bunny.”

Charity didn’t get the reference. “I’m thinking we give it five more minutes,” she said, glancing around the backstage area. “If D’Amore refuses to show after that, you take the stage and… and…”

“Go to a back-up plan?” Caleb asked. “Charity, I don’t have a back-up plan. I know I joked about having the stage all to myself, but I don’t know what to do if I don’t have Belleteyn to play off of. What if the crowd starts throwing shit at me?”

“We won’t let that happen,” one of the vampires grunted. “We have measures in place to prevent any interruption of events on the stage.”

Caleb didn’t bother himself with wondering what those could be. “It doesn’t matter. Maybe we should just call off the whole event. Make it clear that I showed, but Belleteyn didn’t. Doesn’t that count as a victory?”

Charity was thinking. At first, she had been hesitant to do anything on her own. She kept looking around for her Mistress, hoping that Lady Lachrymosa would show up and take charge of whatever was going wrong. But the lead vampire had made it clear: she needed to be seated with the rest of the harem, supporting Caleb. Even if she needed one seat for each of her ass cheeks.

Charity was experiencing what it was like to run things for the first time since she’d started serving Lady Lachrymosa. And to her surprise—and Caleb’s—they were all starting to enjoy it.

But she wasn’t enjoying this part of it. The corners of her mouth turned down in a frown as she met Caleb’s gaze with her own. He could see the wheels turning behind her eyes, all the variables being weighted with scales as she figured out a way forward.

“I don’t think so,” she said at last. “If no one walks out on that stage, the general feeling will be that of a draw, no matter what we say.” She sighed. “I’m sorry, Caleb, but you’ve got to go out there. At least make a small speech. Your stump speech, perhaps?”

Caleb sensed he’d have to do a whole hell of a lot better than that. But he understood.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s do this, then.”

They gave it another two minutes, even after that. By the time the stopwatch started to beep on Charity’s wrist, the crowd was upset enough to make their disapproval heard even through the thick curtain. Caleb could hear the attendees speculating, wondering if anything was even going to happen tonight.

“Fuck it,” Charity finally said with a laugh. She tapped her earpiece and spoke in a more professional tone. “We’re going to Plan B,” she said, speaking rapidly. “Mr. Holdstock will be going out alone. Alter the lighting and sound to match. I repeat, D’Amore is a no-show. We’ll be letting Mr. Holdstock go out alone to make a speech.”

There must have been feelers out in the crowd. Someone hooked into the arena’s sound system perhaps, or someone who, like Kerr, had connections in high places. Whatever it was, the news spread through the crowd almost as quickly as Charity said it. Some people booed, while the greater number of them began to cheer.

More than anything, that brought a good feeling to Caleb’s heart. These people were happy Belleteyn D’Amore had failed to show. They were pleased he was getting to debate unopposed.

Caleb would have preferred to run for office unopposed, but no one could get everything they wanted.At a signal, the lights dimmed. A spotlight appeared over the box of the debate moderator, an ancient vampire who no one had any particularly strong feelings toward. He wasn’t a charismatic creature, but the arena’s first choice for moderator—Imani Nox—was no longer available for obvious reasons. They’d had to make compromises.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the vampire wheezed, reading off a teleprompter. “Tonight’s debate between Belleteyn D’Amore and Caleb Holdstock will be a bit different than expected. It appears that one of the competitors has failed to appear before the deadline…”

The arena filled with boos.

“I will, of course, continue to aid the debate in any capacity I can,” the moderator continued blandly, completely unaware that his services were no longer needed. “Please, welcome the one candidate who did arrive to the debate tonight. The grandson of our revered Senator Gene Holdstock…”

The arena filled with cheers. The ones from Caleb’s harem in the front row were the loudest, but taken all together, they were practically deafening. Caleb found himself grinning from ear to ear, the energy in the arena infectious.

“…Caleb Holdstock!”

“That’s your cue,” Charity said, giving him a quick peck on the cheek. “Go get ‘em, sir!”

Shooting her a thumbs-up, Caleb headed around the curtain. The already keyed up audience burst into applause and cheers as he stepped out into the light, following the little bits of tape on the floor to his podium. Though no lights shone over Belleteyn’s spot to stand, no one had been bold enough to remove her podium from the stage entirely. Caleb would have preferred they just move his space to the center, but he figured the visual of him standing strong and Belleteyn nowhere to be seen would be good enough.

He approached the podium and took his spot. The lights shone down directly on him, lighting him up for the TV cameras. The dull roar of the crowd grew duller by the moment as they quieted, sinking gradually into silence. It was his moment. He was ready.

Reflexively, Caleb’s eyes searched the crowd. Despite everything he’d been through, part of him still waited for the other shoe to drop. For Alecto to show that she’d never actually been affected by the thanks she’d been forced to render unto Caleb— for her to reveal herself in the stands, to step forward and throw a wrench into all his calculated plans.

For her to ruin everything.

He waited. And nothing happened.

Caleb let out a little sigh of relief. He tapped the microphone, producing a hollow thud, and cleared his throat. “Good evening,” he said, glancing around the arena. “Citizens of Hades, it’s wonderful to be with you tonight. I just wish that everyone who’d been scheduled to appear tonight thought the same thing…”

Polite laughter greeted his joke. It was the only jab he was going to take at Belleteyn D’Amore tonight, he decided. With her not here, it would only look petty for him to keep needling her. Instead, he’d stay fixed on the issues. Win on principle, and look like the only sane choice for the Celestial Senate.

As the applause cleared, Caleb glanced over at the front row. All of his girls stood, their gazes filled with pride. When his gaze reached her, Imani blew him a little kiss and shot him a wink. You’ve got this, babe, that wink said. You’ve got them eating out of the palm of your hand.

And Caleb did.

For a single moment, he did.

Then the unused microphone on the opposite podium crackled to life.

“Caleb Holdstock!” a feminine voice said. The voice rose in pitch, the words transforming into manic laughter. Pink smoke poured from the podium, spilling across the stage and into the light. “You really didn’t think I’d turn down an opportunity to see you sweat, did you?”

Sensing the atmosphere shifting on the stage, someone in the control booth switched over the lights. The spotlights over Belleteyn’s podium blazed to life, illuminating the blonde-haired woman standing before the lectern with a dazed, ditzy smile.

Belleteyn D’Amore had arrived.

“You,” Caleb snarled. It wasn’t the best reaction, but he couldn’t help it. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Somehow, Belleteyn managed to laugh. “Exactly what I’m supposed to be doing, silly!” the bounty hunter said, waving to the crowd. “I’m here to show the people of Hades who the real candidate for the Celestial Senate is! I’m here to take you down!”

Caleb’s heart thundered in his chest. This was the closest he’d been to Belleteyn D’Amore since their fight in the Item World, and the bounty hunter looked even more daring—and more corrupted—than she’d been at their last meeting. Her pink robes clung to her in a mess of silk and taffeta, reminding him of some of the more out there gowns Lady Gaga used to wear when she was chasing attention in the press. Her makeup would have looked garish if she wasn’t so damned attractive, and the way she carried herself on stage oozed sex.

Just looking at her, Caleb realized she had total command of the attention of more than half the audience. Who wouldn’t lust after a creature like Belleteyn?

Only someone who knew what a black, decayed heart rested inside that soft pink shell. Caleb had seen Belleteyn threaten his his harem and his life too many times to feel anything but pure alloyed hatred for the bounty hunter.

No matter that the malkini had turned her into something both more and less than human. Belleteyn didn’t need his pity—she needed to be destroyed.

“What a twist!” the debate moderator said. To be honest, Caleb had forgotten completely about the vampire in his little box in front of the stage. But the appearance of Belleteyn D’Amore seemed to have invigorated the man. He looked almost eager for them to begin. “It turns out we will have a debate, after all!”

Behind him, Lady Lachrymosa stared daggers at the moderator. Caleb sensed he wouldn’t have been her first choice for this event—nor her second, or her third. This could get ugly.

Well. Belleteyn had made her bed. Now it was time to lie in it.

“Yep!” the bounty hunter preened in front of the cameras, blowing a kiss to the audience at home. “I’m ready for my close up, Mr. Director! Let’s do this!”

The moderator cleared his throat. “Before we begin, I’d like to establish the parameters for the event tonight,” he said, slipping into a didactic tone that instinctively had most of the audience’s eyes glazing over. “Each candidate will first be given a two-minute opening statement. Once that is over, we’ll proceed to a selection of randomly selected questions sent in by our listeners and viewers, organized into four different categories that tackle topics like the economy, the malkini, the unique challenges of leadership in the Celestial Senate, and the role of Hades in the greater Wyrdworld”

“Um.” Belleteyn raised a hand. “Excuse me?”

A small amount of laughter rippled through the audience. Most of it was polite, though there were a few hardcore supporters of Caleb in the arena who looked eager to see Belleteyn fall on her face and get her just desserts.

The vampire moderator looked flustered by the interruption. “Yes?”

Belleteyn was already shaking her head. “We don’t need any of that,” she said, grinning over at Caleb. “There doesn’t need to be a big debate over all of this or anything!”

More laughter. Caleb decided he might as well get in on the fun. He leaned forward.

“And why is that?” he asked mildly.

It was a minor miracle that the people in the booth upstairs hadn’t muted one or both of their mics. Probably they could smell the ratings; the messier this got, the more the people at home were going to eat it up. The general lack of social media and constant cell phone connection meant Hades didn’t have the same level of internet culture as Earth, but he could already tell several moments from tonight’s debates were going to become memes.

Hopefully this one. He wanted Belleteyn to lose, and lose big.

But the bounty hunter just scoffed, like the question was as plain as the nose on her face. “Because you’re a monster,” Belleteyn said, putting her hands on her hips. “And you don’t even try to hide it, Caleb Holdstock!”

A monster? Even as she said it, Caleb couldn’t help but notice the way she turned and preened. She was presenting her body at the best possible angle for the cameras, giving them the kind of cheesecake shot that people would drool over tomorrow. Maybe she knew how to work a crowd a little more efficiently than he thought?

“I am no monster,” Caleb said, leaning an elbow on his podium. If she wanted to command the stage, he could do it right back. “What I am is a concerned citizen who wants to see Hades be the absolute best it can be. And that starts with returning the malkini, who you STOLE, back to their proper place in society.”

“Please, please,” the moderator said. His expression crumpled as he tried to regain control of the situation. He could see his one great chance at fame slipping away by the moment. “There’s no need for this—we need to follow the rules of the debate.”

But he’d already lost control. The cameras weren’t on him, but on Belleteyn and Caleb, capturing their every gesture and expression for an audience eager for blood. He was little more than an afterthought, which probably would have gladdened Lady Lachrymosa if it wasn’t for everything else happening on stage.

“I’m a thief!?” Belleteyn laughed. “You really want to start throwing that word around, harem boy?”

Gasps filled the arena. People were on the edges of their seats, watching the chaos unfold. As he looked out over the people watching their every move, Caleb Holdstock had an uncharacteristically droll thought: if someone had had the foresight to sell popcorn, they could have been making a killing right about now.

Caleb shot the camera a calm and collected smile. He wasn’t about to let Belleteyn cause him to look rattled in front of an audience. Amused mastery was the best pose to strike against her silly accusations. Make her look like the unserious candidate that she was, that was his motto.

“Yes,” Caleb said, his grin widening as he gave her a patronizing look. “I have to admit, harems aren’t really a thing back where I came from. But I’ve come to appreciate them, just as I have so many aspects of the culture in which I now call home.”

“Is that why you want to steal every woman in the Wyrdworld?” Belleteyn roared, lifting her voice over his. “We all heard what you said to Imani Nox, Caleb! You didn’t even tell Wyrdworld News you were fucking their top reporter, did you? How many other women are you fucking on the sly that you won’t fess up to?”

Caleb found himself taken aback. Too late, he’d begun to realize that the rules of this game were different than the ones he’d been preparing for. He’d expected a loose, chaotic sort of structure to his bout with Belleteyn D’Amore—but with the moderator sidelined, there was absolutely no structure at all!

Belleteyn was just going to yell over him as much as she could. She’d pepper him with accusations until he looked weak, then go in for the kill. He could see it in her eyes.

Time to go on the counter-offensive.

“I’m not here to answer unfounded allegations,” Caleb shot back, shaking his head. “I make no excuses for what I do in the bedroom, Belleteyn—and no red-blooded man in Hades ever would. But my harem isn’t overly large, and all of my women are carefully chosen. I love them, and I cherish them. One of them is pregnant with my child.”

Whoever was running the show chose that moment to activate a light over the front row. It shone down directly on Yui, who blushed cutely and tried to hide by snuggling up against Eira.

The audience awwwed right along with her. It was a good moment, and Caleb played it to the hilt.

“I love you, babe,” he said, smiling at her. “I can’t wait to welcome our eldest into the world together. And that’ll just be the start of our family!”

Laughter greeted this—knowing laughter, for Yui was a gorgeous woman and Caleb was expected to be just as much of a horndog as he was a statesman. The people of Hades expected both qualities in their leaders, and he was passing their tests with flying colors.

Which burned Belleteyn up, no doubt.

“Very cute,” the bounty hunter said, hanging onto the podium like it was the only thing holding her back from attacking Caleb head on. “But let’s not forgot your true mission. You want to take away every woman in Hades from these people, Holdstock! You can talk a good game about babies, but what you told Imani Nox—”

No, Caleb thought as the accusation began. It’s time for someone to interrupt you, airhead.

Amused. Above the fray. He had to act like he’d already won.

Caleb laughed.

Belleteyn’s mouth snapped shut like a Venus Fly Trap. Her face flushed a red nearly as vivid as the pink of her outfit, and her expression went furious.

“You’d say some crazy shit if you were making the beast with two backs with Imani Nox, too,” he said, still chuckling. “Believe me.”

This time, the laughter that filled the arena was way more genuine. Belleteyn fumed at the sound.

The momentum was back on his side. “Look, this election isn’t about what gets me off in the bedroom,” he said, forcefully and directly. “Above everything else, it’s about getting Hades back to normal. And the fastest way to do that is to restore the malkini to their proper place!”

All around the arena, heads started to nod. This was all part of Caleb’s stump speech, which meant he’d embraced the same concepts using slightly different words plenty of times on the campaign trail—but tonight, there was something different about the way he talked.

Perhaps it was the adrenaline of Belleteyn’s sudden appearance, but Caleb sounded as if he truly believed what he said. Tonight, he carried that special spark of charisma that made a politician’s speech truly special. Tonight, he was on fire.

“Tonight, all across Hades, people are weeping over the connections they’ve lost,” Caleb said. He was perhaps laying it on a little thick, but it appeared to be going over well with the audience in the arena—which meant the people at home were likely responding just as Lady Lachrymosa hoped. “It’s not just the labor they provided, or the relationships they formed with Hades’s citizens. In fact, I’d like to suggest tonight that if Hades has a true mascot, an emblem of what this metropolis represents, then nothing could fit that need more appropriately than the malkini. The catgirl.”

Before Belleteyn could respond with something withering, Caleb whirled on her.

“You stole more than just labor when you drove the malkini out of the city,” he said, his voice raising with the accusation. “You stole this town’s soul, Belleteyn! And for what? You tried to kill me. You threatened my harem. You tried to end my career as a Crafter even before it began! You’ve ruined so many lives for your own ego and greed, and you don’t even have anything to show for it! Look at you!”

The spotlights seemed to shine even brighter on Belleteyn. For the first time since he’d met her, what felt like a lifetime ago at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire, he was seeing Belleteyn D’Amore’s façade beginning to crack.

Knocking peoole off their horses and winning a joust hadn’t disturbed Belleteyn’s calm in the slightest. But here, now, he was finally making her sweat.

The bounty hunter’s face twisted. Ice filled the pit of Caleb’s stomach. That wasn’t a nice smile, but it also wasn’t the smile of someone who’d been defeated.

It was the smile of someone who was just getting started.

“Your career as a Crafter,” she said smugly. She leaned back on the podium like she’d just scored a major hit, though Caleb couldn’t for the life of him figure out what she was getting at. “And where did you get your start as a Crafter, exactly, Mr. Holdstock?”

Caleb nearly laughed. She sounded so much like a TV lawyer, or a character in one of those Japanese court video games, that she almost couldn’t be real. He sensed though that if he did that, he’d have just looked like an asshole.

“From my grandfather,” Caleb responded. He wasn’t certain what angle of attack Belleteyn was going for here, but he figured that leaning on the memory of Grandpa Gene couldn’t hurt. Gene Holdstock was a highly respected figure in the Wyrdworld, after all. “I regret that I didn’t get to know my grandfather better before his passing. From everything I’ve heard about him, both from the ordinary citizens of Hades and from some of my girls, he was certainly quite a man.”

“Ah yes. Did you hear some of those wonderful things from his maid, perhaps? The little malkini I ‘stole’ from you?”

Belleteyn made air quotes when she said the word stole, which infuriated Caleb. How dare she joke about such a thing, when she’d taken a member of the family away from Caleb? As if Mitzi would have wanted to leave!

Why, the maid had seemed almost as if she were on the verge of joining Caleb’s harem when Belleteyn made her assault on the catgirls. That damned statue of hers had ruined everything.

Rather than get defensive, Caleb leaned into Belleteyn’s bullshit. “Yes, that’s right. Her name is Mitzi, and we all miss her terribly. Just like I imagine every citizen of Hades misses their malkini friends, lovers, and employees…”

Something vicious entered Belleteyn’s smile. “Then I have wonderful news for you, Caleb Holdstock!”

More pink smoke began to pour from the stage. The crowd let out a surprised gasp, reacting to it the way moviegoers would a Hollywood special effect. There was even some polite applause from the Caleb haters in the audience.

“I’m going to reunite you with your maid!” Belleteyn roared over the expanding smoke. “And she’s going tell everyone here all about the real you!”


Chapter 25

Acrid smoke billowed about the stage. Caleb coughed, and Belleteyn’s roars and laughter were soon swallowed by the expanding mist. It rolled over the edge of the platform, engulfing the vampire moderator completely—a final kick in the pants for a man who’d become a footnote at the event meant to catapult him into the big time.

Caleb tensed up, expecting an attack. If Belleteyn was going to strike, this would be her moment to do it. It would be just like her to try and cut his throat on a debate stage.

But no attack came. Instead, the pink smoke began to dissipate, fading just as quickly as it came.

And when it was gone, a short figure stood next to Belleteyn’s podium.

“Mitzi!” Caleb said, the word a strangled cry.

The catgirl looked just as Caleb remembered—as if she’d been delivered back to him at the moment she’d been taken by Belleteyn’s foul magics. Even her maid’s uniform looked like it had been freshly laundered and pressed. She wore a small white cap on top of her head, with her cat’s ears sticking out the sides, pushed upwards by the messy, strawlike mass of her hair.

Until he saw her again, Caleb didn’t realize how much he’d missed her.

“Holy shit, Mitzi, it’s you!” He stepped out from around the podium, forgetting for a moment the debate stage, Belleteyn D’Amore, and everything else going on around him. A missing member of his family—someone who’d taken care of his grandfather for decades and helped to build the legacy Caleb had inherited—was back, returned as if from the dead. Joy filled his heart.

Belleteyn’s eyes watched him. The eyes of the audience, too, followed this move the way the spectators at a tennis match followed the ball.

“Did she hurt you?” Caleb asked, advancing on the malkini rapidly. “I swear to God, Mitzi, if this crazy bitch laid a finger on you, I’ll make her pay for it.”

The catgirl maid’s eyes were unfocused as Caleb approached. Suddenly her gaze snapped into place, and she saw him for the first time. The man who she’d once called Master as naturally as she called herself by her own name. Mitzi.

Mitzi screamed.

“Get away from me!” the catgirl shrieked, running around to Belleteyn’s side of the podium. An acid smirk spread across Belleteyn’s face as Mitzi took cover, and the audience saw Caleb’s expression collapse. How many people in the stands were watching that moment of emotional hurt with vicious glee, to gloat over a man’s instant of crestfallen sadness?

The catgirl pointed, her hand shaking. “That’s him,” she said, glancing over at Belleteyn D’Amore for confirmation. “That’s the son of a bitch who made me call him Master!”

“Made you!?” Caleb was taken aback. Too late, he realized he’d abandoned his podium, and now Belleteyn looked like she was the one standing in a position of strength, with him out on a random spot on the stage. “Mitzi, I didn’t make you do anything! You were my grandfather’s maid—Gene’s maid—and now you’re part of my family.”

“Lies!” Belleteyn shrieked. The bounty hunter was enjoying this far, far too much. She wasn’t as ditzy as she appeared to be. Oh, her corrupted form was definitely a downgrade from the whip-smart, professional woman he’d run into at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire. But even turned into a bimbo by a horde of ravening catgirls, Belleteyn D’Amore had a few tricks up her sleeve.

Like this one.

“Tell them the truth!” Belleteyn said, throwing her arm out in a gesture that encompassed the entire audience. The entire world, maybe. “Tell them what you saw when you first met Caleb Holdstock, dear malkini. Tell them the truth about this man who claims to wear the title of House Holdstock!”

Claims? Oh, Caleb knew he was not going to like what was coming.

And he didn’t.

Mitzi squared up, standing as tall as she could as Belleteyn handed over the microphone. The way she stood hid her eyes from the audience, but Caleb couldn’t help but to see the faint pink flash in the catgirl’s gaze. She’s under Belleteyn’s spell, he realized. She’s still controlling her, even here!

“Mitzi,” he said. He had to break through Belleteyn’s control. To free the real catgirl maid from this insane spell. “Don’t”

Too late.

“Caleb Holdstock,” the malkini said, “is an agent of the Fae!”

You could have heard a pin drop in the arena. The entire audience fell silent, and Caleb stood stunned in his spot midway between the two podiums. From somewhere down beyond the stage, the poor debate moderator let out a mournful cough.

“I’ve seen him,” Mitzi continued in a rush. “I saw Caleb Holdstock cavorting with the Fae! They came to the apartment! They came right into his bedroom!”

Gasps erupted throughout the audience. Even for political mudslinging, this kind of behavior was completely beyond the pale. The accusations Mitzi and Belleteyn were making weren’t just damaging to his campaign—they could literally put Caleb in prison. They were branding him a traitor!

“Bullshit!” Caleb blurted. “You’re the one who’s working with the Fae! I saw you in the Item World!”

The looks of shock he’d expected to see on the faces in the audience failed to materialize. Suddenly it clicked. Belleteyn had just done a very, very clever thing. She’d accused her enemy of doing the very awful thing she’d been doing all along, projecting her weaknesses onto him in order to defang them. Now if Caleb spoke the truth about Belleteyn’s relationship to the Fae, he’d look like he was just trying to save his own skin.

“That’s exactly what I thought you’d say,” Belleteyn responded. She waggled her finger, giving the nearest camera a tut-tut expression like an extra in a movie. “You’re really going to accuse someone else of what you’ve just been accused of, Caleb? That’s your big plan?”

Acid filled Caleb’s gut. Nothing within him wanted to seethe, yet he couldn’t help but be stung by the sheer unfairness of it all. Belleteyn was taking the worst truths about herself, then repackaging them and throwing them at Caleb.

And the worst thing of all was that it seemed to be working. The crowd was eating it up.

“This isn’t you, Mitzi,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I know this isn’t you. Snap out of it! For Gene’s sake, if nothing else!”

At the mention of his esteemed grandfather, the malkini’s expression went slack. For a moment Caleb thought he’d gotten through to her—but then her eyes flashed once more, filling with that hateful pink light. A giggle escaped the catgirl’s lips, and he knew Belleteyn had just reasserted control.

“Gene?” the catgirl growled. “Gene would be embarrassed by you, Caleb!”

The crowd fell silent. Accusations and clever bon mots were one thing, but Mitzi had just gotten personal. And she’d brought one of the Wyrdworld’s most popular, venerated figures into the spotlight.

Caleb hardened his heart. The cameras were on him, the lights burning from the ceiling above, and he would not let the people of Hades see him get upset. Not even when his grandfather’s name was being dragged through the mud.

“Please stop,” Caleb said instead. He fixed the person behind this with his harshest stare, piercing their soul. Not Mitzi, who was merely being controlled like a puppet, but Belleteyn. “You really, really don’t want to go down this road.”

But Belleteyn was smiling like a cat with a whole bowl of cream. “Who, me?” she asked, shrugging.

“Gene Holdstock never had a harem!” Mitzi screeched. “Why do you think that is, Caleb? One of the most powerful men in the Wyrdworld, in a place where taking multiple women to bed every night was considered expected behavior, and yet your grandfather had no female companions. No family. Have you really never asked yourself why?”

It was a good question. The only answer Caleb could come up with on short notice sounded dangerously flippant, but it was either that or remain silent.

“I don’t know,” Caleb said, leaning on the podium. “Are you saying he was gay?”

“Hardly,” Mitzi growled, her voice only vaguely recognizable as that of the sweet catgirl Caleb knew. “Gene was as attracted to women as the next guy. Maybe even more. But unlike you, your grandfather understood the true path to greatness. He understood what it meant to be a gentleman!”

“A gentleman?” Caleb took a step backward. This was beginning to sound insane. Mitzi was going from stunning accusations to bitter rants, and she was beginning to lose her audience. A number of people out in the stands looked like they were snapping out of the malkini’s spell. “That doesn’t make any sense, Mitzi. The Wyrdworld chews up gentlemen and spits them out!”

A few cheers greeted this retort. I’m gaining ground, Caleb thought. All I’ve got to do is see this through.

Mitzi’s face twisted with rage. Behind her, Belleteyn’s expression did the same thing. The motion was so similar that it sent a chill down Caleb’s spine.

With a scowl on her face, Mitzi launched back into another offensive. Perhaps she sensed that she was losing the crowd—or, behind her, Belleteyn was coming to the same conclusion.

“Your grandfather would be sick if he knew you were nothing more than a Fae puppet!” the malkini howled. “He fought his whole life to protect this city and the people who live in it, and for what? So you can give it all away to a bunch of fairies? In exchange for what? A lot of ridiculous sluts who’ll make you feel like you’re a real man!?”

This last was delivered with such a flourish that Caleb knew Mitzi considered it to be the final blow. Clearly a full-frontal assault on his manhood was the final straw. The concept of masculinity was so important in the Wyrdworld, so tied to what the people of Hades wanted in a candidate, that to topple it wouldn’t just be the end of Caleb’s campaign. It would be the end of his public life.

Caleb stared at Mitzi. The malkini locked gazes with him, her eyes glowing a faint pink. The longer he looked at her, the more it seemed as if that glow weren’t just coming from her eyes but from every part of her—surrounding her like a shroud.

Like an aura.

An aura of adorability.

Everything that Caleb had ever been told about the malkini came flooding back in a rush. He remembered that first desperate flight through the Item World, fending off a horde of the catgirls with headpats and gentle shoves. A picture filled his mind of Belleteyn D’Amore being led off into the shadows atop a churning wave of malkini, like a crowd surfer being hustled to the back of a concert.

Above all, he remembered the warnings he’d been given by Eira. The malkini and their ‘aura of adorability’ was dangerous, corruptive and got worse the longer you were exposed to it. Small wonder so many men in Hades wound up the leaders of malkini harems, never leaving their homes…

But what did the malkini get out of it?

Pieces clicked together in Caleb’s head. His gaze traveled from the malkini maid he knew so well to the bounty hunter he’d been fighting against almost since he discovered what the Wyrdworld was. Belleteyn’s face was a mask; her eyes glazed over with a feverish expression of lust.

Her eyes glowed the same pink as Mitzi’s, only brighter. And deeper.

Caleb looked deep into those eyes.

And laughed.

Both Belleteyn and Mitzi fell silent. The audience, which had been wavering back and forth between cheers and boos for some time now, didn’t seem to know what the hell to think.

“Holy shit,” Caleb said. A smile spread across his face, dissolving his stress. “Seriously? That was the answer, this whole time?”

Belleteyn’s mouth worked soundlessly. Her eyes flickered to the catgirl, signaling her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the bounty hunter hissed. “Doubtless you’re trying to distract us all from hearing your maid’s testimony”

“This isn’t court,” Caleb said, still laughing. “And I’m not about to listen to the words of someone who just called my family a bunch of ridiculous sluts.”

The audience began to shift. Eyes widened out in the stands; people were realizing that Caleb was going back onto the offensive. This was still a war of words, but it seemed as if it might spill over into open violence at any moment.

“I can’t believe it took this long for things to click,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I’ve been standing here trying to figure out why the two of you sound exactly the same, and I’ve been blanking on it. When it should have been as obvious as the nose on my face.”

A panicked look filled the malkini’s face. Almost as if on cue, the same expression spread across Belleteyn. Not the other way around—human reacting, then the catgirl. But malkini first, then human.

Caleb had been assuming—all of them had been assuming—that the malkini were Belleteyn’s puppets. That they were little more than stepping stones on her rise to power, the means by which the bounty hunter intended to take power in the Wyrdworld. It was the normal thing to assume, after all, considering what a villain she was.

But Belleteyn hadn’t always been that way. When she’d first met Caleb she’d been motivated by the job, by her pride, not the lust for power.

What if they’d had everything backward this whole time?

M for Malkini, Caleb thought, shaking his head. Staring me right in the face.

The malkini weren’t an extension of Belleteyn’s will.

She was an extension of theirs.

“Did the Fae tell you to say that?” Belleteyn growled. “Let’s not get off topic, Caleb. You can try to distract us all you want”

“You’re pathetic,” Caleb said.

Belleteyn’s eyes widened. His tone had been so scornful that it stung the bounty hunter, even through the pink haze in her head. A haze that was deeper and more powerful than Caleb had ever expected it to be.

“You tried to have me killed,” Caleb said, taking a step forward. “You tried to kill my women. Or if you couldn’t kill them, to steal them away from my harem—which is almost like killing them, to a man who cares about them as much as I do.”

Now it was Belleteyn who retreated from the podium. Caleb advanced on her, no longer feeling like a lone soldier out in no man’s land with a sniper’s bead on him. Now he was the sniper, and he was going in for the kill.

“You took every malkini in the Wyrdworld away from their proper place,” he continued, getting up in the bounty hunter’s face. “You turned Hades upside down, caused an international incident, and you’re trying to completely destroy the Celestial Senate by delivering it into the hands of the Fae. But that’s not what makes you pathetic, Belleteyn.”

“S-stop,” the bounty hunter hissed. For a moment, the pink light faded in her eyes—then it blazed to life stronger than ever, like embers in a fire someone had just blown on. “You’re the Fae puppet, not me! You belong to them, you swore fealty to the Fae”

“You’re pathetic,” Caleb said, lifting his voice so loud that Belleteyn’s was drowned out, “not because you did all these things. But because of why you did them. How long have you been under the malkini’s aura of adorability, Belleteyn?”

Her eyes rolled back and forth in their sockets. Belleteyn’s head jerked to the side, as if she were trying to dislodge water from her inner ear, but the pink glow in her eyes failed to fade.

“Shut up,” the bounty hunter groaned. Her voice barely sounded like her own— it was a cat’s growl, not a noise made by a human throat. “Shut up!”

Caleb did not shut up. Instead he laughed, harsher than before.

“You’ve been under the malkini’s spell at least as long as I’ve been in Hades,” he said, glancing from the bounty hunter to the crowd and back again. “So months. Your whole body’s changed, Belleteyn—you used to look like Wednesday Addams, and now you’re a living Barbie doll. A bimbo. Every inch of your body oozes sex appeal.”

Spots of color rose to the bounty hunter’s cheeks. To the side of the podium, Mitzi the malkini continued to babble, but her words were swallowed up by the maelstrom. She didn’t matter any longer—none of the malkini truly did. They’d brought Belleteyn here, to this point, but no further.

Whatever collective instinct had overtaken them, it had failed. They hadn’t undertaken a successful revolution in the Wyrdworld, and they hadn’t won their freedom.

Except Caleb suspected that had never been their goal.

Harems, Caleb thought. It all comes back to that word. What do the malkini do?

Manual labor, sure. They got press-ganged into it all the time. But left to their own devices, what was their favorite activity? What did they live for?

The answer was simple. Serving humans.

Forming themselves into harems for their pleasure.

“You’re a monster!” Belleteyn screeched. The bounty hunter had backed up so far now that she was almost at the front edge of the stage. Her gown bunched up around her, exposing the underside of her ass to a live studio audience. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Stop, stop, just stop!”

And Caleb did stop.

He stood a single step in front of Belleteyn. The heat between them was a physical thing, so thick he would have needed a knife to cut it. The bimbo bounty hunter’s bottom lip trembled; her eyes went even wider as she devoured her mortal enemy with her gaze.

“You want me,” Caleb said. “No, wait—that’s putting it mildly. You’re obsessed with me, aren’t you, Belleteyn?”

The audience looked stunned. In the front row, Caleb’s harem all gasped as one. He could see them sitting on the edges of their seats, leaning forward to see what happened next.

“I d-d-don’t know what you’re talking about,” Belleteyn whispered. But that was a lie. Caleb could see her resolve crumbling. The pink light in her eyes shined brighter than ever, filling her with all the things the malkini had put in her head.

Harems. Lust. The desire to serve…

Caleb had been thinking of Belleteyn as the woman he’d met at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire. He hadn’t realized that woman was dead and that the creature Belleteyn had become was more malkini than human.

No wonder she’d tried to destroy everything. She wasn’t some brilliant strategist. She was a brat throwing a tantrum.

She needed to be spanked and put in her place.

“Yes you do,” Caleb said. He didn’t raise his voice, but the arena was so silent that he didn’t need to. “You’ve had those voices in your head for months, telling you that you ought to be serving me. That you should be wearing a hot little maid uniform like my malkini. No wonder you were so obsessed with my sex tape, Belleteyn! You been wishing you could have made one with me, instead?”

Belleteyn’s mouth formed a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. “No! Shut up!” she thundered, clutching the sides of her head. “It’s not true! I’m not some ditz! I’m the one who should be running the Celestial Senate.”

“Running? I just want to serve. And you’re not a ditz. You’re a brilliant woman. All this shit you’ve pulled? I’m touched, really I am.”

Belleteyn looked up. “You are?”

Caleb nodded. “It really proves that you ought to be one of my girls. What do you say, Belleteyn? We bury the hatchet?”

The whole arena leaned toward the stage, waiting to see what would happen. In the little box up front, the moderator hung his head in his hands, oblivious to the world-altering events taking place right in front of him.

The pink glow in Belleteyn’s eyes was brighter than ever. Waves of heat rolled from her like a summer morning.

“Caleb,” Belleteyn said thickly. She twirled a lock of hair around one dainty finger and giggled. “Baby, I had no idea that was how you felt about me”

Before she could finish her sentence, all the lights in the arena went out.


Chapter 26

All hell broke loose.

In an instant, the greater portion of the audience was out of their seats. The air filled with surprised cries as people braced themselves, grabbing their loved ones and heading for the exits. Up front, in the row that had been reserved for Caleb’s harem, he saw a flash of motion just before a ball of light lit up that section of the auditorium. Desdemona had summoned it with a spell.

His harem looked alright. Thank God.

Belleteyn stood frozen in front of Caleb, a look of confusion on her face. “What?” she whispered, her eyes glowing faintly. “No, I don’t understand…!”

It took Caleb a moment to put together what he was seeing. She’s getting a transmission, he realized with a start. The malkini are speaking to her through the bond!

“Belleteyn,” Caleb snapped. There was no loathing in his voice—not anymore. He realized with a start that he’d already forgiven the bounty hunter everything she’d done while under malkini control. “What are they saying?”

Belleteyn glanced at him, her gaze piercing the fog in her head. In her eyes, she saw the same realization that he’d just gone through—that they were both on the same side now. It was a good feeling, but he’d rather it had happened under better circumstances.

“They’re coming,” she whispered. “They said this isn’t how things were supposed to happen—that you’ve ruined everything! They’re surrounding the arena right now!”

“Who?” Caleb asked, grabbing her shoulders. “Who’s coming?”

But suddenly he no longer needed to ask.

The lights in the arena flashed on, bathing the auditorium in bright shafts of illumination. Caleb squinted, the sudden contrast nearly blinding him, then stared with his mouth open as catgirls began to pour in from every entrance and exit of the auditorium. They flowed through the doorways like a horde of zombies, their glowing pink eyes so bright that they looked like they were the victims of a spell.

Which they were.

“Stop him, brah!” one of the malkini cried. A whole pillar of them were making their way down the widest aisle, heading for the stage and for Caleb. “Don’t let him take the Vessel away!”

Vessel? That had to be Belleteyn.

“Shit,” Caleb whispered. “There’s too many of them! We’ll never be able to pat all of their heads!” His hands balled into fists. “How many fucking malkini are attacking the arena?”

Belleteyn turned to him, her eyes wide with wonder. “All of them.”

Caleb was stunned. “All of them?”

“Every single malkini is converging on this arena,” Belleteyn said, sounding stuck somewhere between awe and horror. “I was supposed to win, Caleb. You weren’t supposed to get me all hot and bothered like that! You made me realize my real purpose, which made my handlers super mad!”

Her handlers? Caleb had little doubt who those were. Who was really pulling the strings behind this whole ‘malkini uprising’. They’d get theirs eventually, but for right now, Caleb and his harem had to get out of there. Every moment the malkini streamed into the arena, their aura of adorability grew thicker and more powerful.

Already, Caleb could feel the desire in the back of his head. Wouldn’t it be fun to just say fuck it, grab Belleteyn and a half-dozen of the nearest malkini and get down to some hard, primal fucking?

The problem was, if he did that, he’d never stop.

He had to keep control. Which meant fighting their way out of here.

“Come on!” Caleb growled, taking Belleteyn by the hand. “Follow me!”

Just that small amount of touch was enough to make the bounty hunter groan with lust. “Yes, Daddy!” Belleteyn giggled, nibbling her bottom lip as her nails dug into Caleb’s palm. “I live to serve!”

As he reached the front row, Caleb’s harem turned. They’d all been facing away from him, watching the tidal wave of malkini advance from all sides. They looked shocked—of them all, only Lady Lachrymosa and Desdemona looked fully in control of their wits.

“Hey, Caleb,” Eira groaned, staring at him and Belleteyn like they were the hottest couple she’d ever seen. “Shit, the way you took control of Belleteyn up there was so freaking hawt…”

Damn it! The elf was already slipping under. If he didn’t do something fast, the malkini and their aura of adorability would turn his whole harem into a bunch of horny, mindless lunatics. He wouldn’t have minded that in the bedroom, but here in the arena, it was a death sentence. They’d all wind up in an orgy, sure, but they’d never stop.

Caleb pictured agents of the Fae entering the arena a week from now. It would be the easiest thing in the world to mop up him and his harem once they were unconscious from non-stop rutting. He’d be out of the picture for good, and the Celestial Senate would be theirs.

But Eira looked so horny. And her pussy had that elf magic, that sparkle that drove him wild every time he sunk his cock hilt deep into her tight, perfect pussy muscles.

No! He had to keep his cool. If he let himself give into his urges, then all was lost.

Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes narrowed. “They’re filling the arena with their aura,” she realized, revealing her fangs as she spoke. “The damned catgirls are trying to subdue us all!”

“More like seduce us all,” Yui said. “The worst part is, I think it’s working!”

“It’s definitely working,” Imani whispered. The succubus was fanning herself; sweat poured from her body. “I can feel the lust of everyone in this room. I’m… I don’t think I’m going to be able to hold onto myself much longer, Caleb…”

Neither was he. Just looking at Imani was filling Caleb’s thoughts with mental images of their last time together. He shook his head to clear it and looked around for an exit.

“We’re blocked off,” he spat. Malkini were pouring in through every opening—an entire flood of the catgirls. A hundred people with a hundred arms each might have been able to pat the heads of enough malkini to make a path through the auditorium. Caleb and his women had no chance.

The air shimmered next to Caleb, and suddenly Charity was there. The blonde vampire looked even less affected by the aura of adorability than her Mistress, but he knew that could soon change.

“Caleb, we have to get you out of here,” the vampire hissed. “Hang on!”

Charity grabbed him. Caleb twisted, panic flaring inside of his chest.

“Hey, wait!” he growled. “Let go of me—what are you doing!”

Charity shared a glance with her Mistress. A spark of understanding passed between them. Lady Lachrymosa gave a grave expression, then nodded. “It must be done,” she whispered.

Charity turned back to Caleb. “You can’t get trapped here, sir,” she explained. Already the malkini were climbing over the outermost rows in the arena, inexorably making their way toward the back of the arena and the stage. “Whoever is behind this attack, that’s exactly what they want. You need to flee.” Her gaze traveled to the ceiling of the arena. “And we can make it happen.”

Caleb’s eyes followed the vampire’s. The walls of the amphitheater were made of concrete, and thick enough that not even his entire harem working together with Desdemona’s spells and Lady Lachrymosa’s strength could have blown them open to make an escape. But the ceiling was glass. A giant panel of it, that he vaguely remembered could be retracted if necessary depending on the event.

It wouldn’t be necessary. Either Charity or Lady Lachrymosa could punch through it and sail off into the night sky, with Caleb in their clutches.

He saw it all in an instant. Their plan. His stomach roiled.

“My harem,” he said, returning his gaze to the women around him. “They can’t”

“They will only fall upon each other,” Lady Lachyrmosa promised. “I will retain enough of my senses to shred any man who comes near. You have my promise, my beloved.”

Caleb shook his head. It wasn’t enough. He knew Lady Lachrymosa would do her best—there was little doubt that she would expend every ounce of energy she had to keep the other girls both unharmed and unmolested by anyone in the arena. But even so, there were just too many malkini.

Caleb knew the score. If he abandoned his harem now, then by the time he got back they’d have already been fucked six ways to Sunday. By God only knew what malkini, demons, and humans.

No. The thought sent bile into the back of Caleb’s throat.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, turning to face the oncoming wave of malkini. “No one is going to touch my women. We stand and fight!”

The front line of catgirls climbed over the seats in the third row. They were so close now that Caleb could have thrown a rock and hit any of them in the face. Within moments, they’d be among his group. Their eyes sparkled in the lights of the arena, and their cries and mews filled the air just like their aura of adorability.

“Pet me, brah!” one cried, throwing out her hands as she stumbled over a seat.

“I wanna be lewd with you!” another giggled, licking her lips as her gaze devoured Eira and Yui standing together. “Come on, let’s get together!”

“Lemme show you how good cats are at eating pussy!” a third cried.

“Brah! Brah! You’re all soooo hot!”

“Gimme gimme!”

“Is that Caleb Holdstock? I heard he’s got a huuuuge human dick!”

“Let’s find out!”

Caleb shoved his women behind him. To his left stood Cerebus, the three-headed hellhound baying at the catgirls moving into range. He knew the dog would fight for him, and fiercely—but even Cerebus couldn’t hold back ten thousand malkini.

Gritting his teeth, Caleb reached into his robes. His fingers found a small, hard object and pulled it loose. When he glanced down, he found himself staring into the eyes of the silver dog’s head that had once been at the apex of his vorlesen.

The dog’s eyes seemed to wink at him, glittering with red light from the center of their jewels. The creature’s grin was as fierce as ever, but even a fierce grin couldn’t hold back the hopelessness deep inside of Caleb.

“We’re fucked.”

Even that word, fucked, made him throb a little bit inside of his boxers. The aura of adorability was making its way through his bloodstream, colonizing his head, and soon the only thing he’d be able to think of would be shooting his load inside of as many catgirls as possible.

Still, he thought. What a hell of a way to go…

He lifted the dog’s head and pointed it at the first wave of catgirls. “Stay back!” he growled, charging up a spell. “I’m warning you—don’t fuck with us!”

“We just wanna have funnnn,” the closest catgirl moaned. She walked like a zombie, staggering across the carpet like a puppet on a string. “Come on, Daddy! Take off your clothes and have fun with us”

The catgirl went down. She landed on the floor with a hollow thud, clutching the top of her skull. “Ouch!”

Caleb held the silver dog’s head. He hadn’t used it yet.

A figure moved across the floor. At first they were nothing but a silhouette, more like the vague impression of a person than an actual person. Then a ripple traveled up and down the air like someone vibrating a string, and the hidden figure was visible.

Alecto.

The hair on the back of Caleb’s neck stood up. The Fae?

She did not look happy to see Caleb. She made a face like a child being forced to perform an unpleasant chore as she lifted a hand, shoving the front row of malkini back with a wave of force. Dozens of catgirls tumbled, falling back into the waiting malkini behind them and setting off a chain reaction. They fell like dominos.

In the brief lull between that wave and the next, Alecto whirled on Caleb. “Look at me.”

Caleb did. Alecto looked very serious, and very angry to be standing before him. One of her arms bulged outward; it took him a second to realize she had a canvas sack tucked under one arm.

“This squares the debt between us,” she growled, pulling out that canvas sack and handing it to him. “Understand? I am no longer obligated to you, Crafter. Not after this.”

All of Caleb’s girls craned their necks to see. He peeled back the opening of the canvas sack, taking a peek inside. The glint of diamonds greeted him, and when he opened the sack completely, he found himself holding a very familiar statue.

“Hot damn,” Caleb said. Belleteyn’s statue was in his palm—the same one she’d used to enslave the malkini with her magic. Of course, she’d ended up the one who was really enslaved, but the distinction was academic at that moment. “Is this the genuine article?”

“I need to hear you say it,” Alecto hissed through gritted teeth. “Tell me the debt is paid, Caleb!”

The second wave of malkini were on their way. Caleb could feel the aura of adorability in his bloodstream, making his heart race and his inhibitions vanish. Under its influence, even Alecto looked pretty fuckable.

“I want my vorlesen back,” Caleb snapped.

Alecto did a double take. “Are you fucking serious right now!?”

“You broke it,” Caleb said. A half-dozen malkini surrounded Alecto from all sides, their eyes glowing with pink fervor. “I can’t very well do much with this fucking statue if I don’t have it, now can I?”

One of the malkini jumped the Fae. Alecto moved so quickly that she made Charity and Lady Lachrymosa look like sluggards. She was here, there, everywhere. In the blink of an eye she’d punched a dozen malkini in the face hard enough to knock them unconscious. The closest row of the creatures backed up a step, as if they might be next.

“Fucking fine,” Alecto groaned. “Give it here!”

Caleb tossed the silver dog’s head to her without a second thought. Alecto’s hands glowed, filling the air with the ozone tang of magic, and there was a flash of brightness that left sparks floating as after images in Caleb’s vision.

The staff was restored. The silver dog’s head rested atop a staff of black oak, twisted in the middle to provide a hand hold.

“There,” Alecto said, impatient. “Now say it!”

Caleb took the vorlesen, grinning. “The debt between us is paid,” he whispered. “Pleasure doing business with you, Alecto”

Before he could finish, she disappeared in a puff of smoke. Didn’t want to be here one moment longer than she had to be, Caleb figured.

“Now!” Desdemona shoved a malkini out of the way. Six more climbed her body, babbling and purring. “Destroy it, Caleb!”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said to the silver dog’s head.

It winked.

The malkini advanced on all sides. Pink mist filled the arena, dulling Caleb’s senses and making him more horny than he could ever remember being. All around him was supple, gorgeous female flesh, both that of his harem and of the malkini. His masculine urges had never been sharper, or more difficult to resist.

With everything left inside of him, Caleb threw the diamond statue to the ground. As a malkini jumped onto his back and another began undoing his belt, he lifted the vorlesen above his head with both hands and swung down with all his might.

“Take this!” Caleb screamed, loud enough to shake the rafters.

The silver dog’s head slammed into the top of the diamond crystal statue. It struck the serpent carved into the stone right between the eyes, releasing a massive wave of energy that exploded across the amphitheater with a massive ker-rack! Pink sparks flew in every direction, stunning the malkini.

It stunned Caleb’s harem, as well. Not to mention Caleb himself.

The malkini holding onto his arms and legs fell away like leaves. The face of the serpent had a massive crack across the center of its face, leaving its eyes staring slightly in different directions. The dull shine of the diamonds grew duller, as if the power contained within the artifact were on the wane.

He’d done damage. But he wasn’t done yet.

Caleb lifted the vorlesen over his head. As he did, the dog’s head glowed like a miniature sun, filling with the power of a Crafter. Reality rippled along the edges of the weapon, as if the staff were tearing a constant fissure in reality as it moved through the air.

Like a portal into the Item World. Except this portal was never meant to be explored. Its only purpose was to destroy.

His muscles surging with strength, Caleb brought the vorlesen down with all his might. It struck the serpent statue like a thunderbolt, splitting the artifact in two.

A wave of force erupted from within the statue. In the blink of an eye the ceiling and the floor reversed places. Caleb had just enough time to wonder what the hell had happened when he landed on the stage, hitting hard on his left elbow. Pain flared up and down his side, yet he shook it off and managed to get to his feet.

The malkini in the front row had stopped. A glance over his shoulder confirmed two things, one which filled him with horror and the second with relief. There had been malkini making their way from backstage, attacking in a pincer motion. Another few moments and they’d have been completely overwhelmed.

But those malkini had stopped. They were all staring blankly into the middle distance, confused looks on their faces.

“Brah?” One of the catgirls, bolder than the others, blinked rapidly like someone snapping out of a trance. “What… what happened? Where am I?”

“Yo, this isn’t cool, brah!” another cried. “I’m totally freaking out right now!”

“Why are we all in this arena?” another cried. “What happened to the Item World?”

Caleb’s harem stared, their jaws hitting the floor.

“You did it,” Lady Lachrymosa whispered, her gaze traveling from the horde of confused catgirls to the statue on the floor. “You broke Belleteyn’s spell focus! You freed the malkini!”

“Hooray for Caleb!” Belleteyn cheered.

The fact that his worst enemy was happy that she’d been defeated barely registered. Caleb walked over to Belleteyn, threw the blonde bimbo bounty hunter over his shoulder, and gave her a hearty slap on the ass.

“Come on,” he told his harem. “We’re going home.”

The wall of malkini parted for them like the Red Sea. Confused catgirls filled the arena, but already help was on the way. The great glass ceiling of the amphitheater cracked as a half-dozen vampires in tactical gear dropped from the ceiling, carrying stun guns and walkie-talkies.

One pulled out a megaphone as soon as she landed. “Please remain calm!” the vampire screamed, turning in a slow circle. “You have been relocated from your home domicile or Item World by a Class One Magical Event! Staff are en route to this location to provide medical aid and repatriation services to all who require it!”

Caleb was all the way at the edge of the amphitheater when someone tugged on his arm. It was Mitzi.

“Sir?” the catgirl maid asked, rubbing at the side of her temple. “Is everything okay? I get the impression I did something really, really bad…”

Caleb laughed. “Nothing that can’t be forgiven over a hot pot of coffee,” he assured the maid. “Come on. It’s time for you to go back where you belong.”

And they did.


Chapter 27

“Ready?” Desdemona asked.

Caleb nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Until now, Caleb had never been to the Celestial Senate. Strange, since he’d spent so much of his time in the Wyrdworld practically obsessed with it—with winning his election, ousting Belleteyn D’Amore and taking his spot in his grandfather’s Senate seat. Part of him would have figured he’d have at least visited it before now.

The place was just as stately as he’d expected. The size of it dwarfed Congress or Parliament back on Earth, large enough to host delegates from every corner of the Wyrdworld. It was roughly octagonal, like a giant stop sign filled with rows of comfortable-looking benches. Tiny shelves extended from the sides to give the Senators a place to work while the Celestial Senate was in session, but Desdemona had explained most people didn’t use these. The floor was packed during a session, and everyone was much too busy yelling to get any writing done.

Caleb had just gotten a taste of that for himself.

Though he had yet to formally begin his term in the Celestial Senate, the chamber had just finished its annual welcoming ceremony for new delegates. There were about twenty, but Caleb was the one who’d received all the attention. Cameras flashed whenever he entered a room, and news reporters from around the Wyrdworld wanted to give him their business cards and set up interviews.

And to think I was worried about getting here, Caleb said, looking around the now empty hall. Everything worked out all right in the end.

Two weeks ago, Caleb won the election for his grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate. By a fucking landslide.

Not that he’d expected it to be close. After Belleteyn D’Amore formally dropped out of the race for the Senate seat, citing her sudden overwhelming need to worship at Caleb’s feet and become his harem girl, Caleb finished his race essentially unopposed. Besides a small protest campaign helmed by a few disgruntled malkini and a handful of write-in votes for various celebrities and pun names, Caleb took home the entire vote. Nine out of ten citizens of Hades who’d bothered to fill out their ballot had selected Caleb Holdstock as their Senator—the most lopsided political result in a decade.

It was a mandate from the masses. Caleb intended to make the most of it.

Desdemona tapped her foot against the carpet. He couldn’t blame his assistant for being a little antsy on a day like today, but he still wished she’d relax a little.

“I’m working on it,” he told Dez, giving her one of his campaign ready smiles. “How are things coming along with the banquet?”

“For the third time, they’re fine,” Desdemona said, matching his look with a smile of her own. “The vampires are handling everything. Your donors will all be there, and your girls look fabulous. Believe me, I’ve seen the gowns they’re wearing tonight.”

“All of them?” Caleb couldn’t help but chuckle. “I find it hard to believe you talked Eira into wearing a dress. At least one she can’t hide a half-dozen daggers in.”

“Oh, she’ll have plenty of weapons tucked away,” Desdemona said. “And it wasn’t as difficult as you might think. Once I introduced her to the concepts of bodycon and latex, your elf companion grew… quite excited by the possibilities.”

She had, had she? Caleb grinned, picturing the bondage-lite outfit his elf girl was going to be wearing to his campaign banquet tonight. Fundraising went down quite a lot easier with a pretty girl on your arm or two. Or seven.

“I’m looking forward to seeing that,” he said. As he turned away, an idea suddenly occurred to him. “You’ve got Charity dressing up too, right?”

He wouldn’t have been surprised if the vampire tried to refuse. Though she’d eagerly joined his harem—slipping into his bed barely an hour after he gave Belleteyn D’Amore the roughest, most grudge-filled fuck of her life and left her a panting mess on his couch—she’d been less eager to fulfill the expected role of a harem companion. She still wanted to work behind the scenes, as Caleb’s liaison with the vampires of Omega.

Which was fine with him, except on nights like tonight. People would ask questions if one of his girls wasn’t looking fresh and doting on his arm.

Desdemona’s mouth worked soundlessly. Her expression told Caleb what Charity had said before her words did. “She said she has more important things to do than squeeze her ancient body into a corset at her age.”

“You tell her its important,” Caleb replied with a smile. “And her body isn’t ancient at all. She’s gorgeous. I’ll prove just how hot I think she is the next time I get her in a closet alone…”

Desdemona cleared her throat. “The press? They’re all waiting to hear about the malkini freedom bill.”

Ah yes. The bill. It was still on the table, despite Caleb’s thunderous victory over Belleteyn in the Celestial Senate. Most people expected him to dismiss it, and some of the hardliners practically expected him to tear the thing up live on air.

But he was going to do no such thing.

“I’m sure they are,” he said, turning to his assistant. “I’ve decided, Dez. I’m going to push for it.”

Her eyes widened a fraction, but only just a fraction. She must have seen this coming. “You’re certain?”

Caleb nodded. “Can you imagine a world where Mitzi didn’t have rights?” he asked, frowning. The malkini maid was back where she belonged, in Caleb’s apartment resuming her old duties. She was happy as a clam, and the little flirtatious gestures she’d been sending his way told him she was more than ready to join his harem for real. “Belleteyn wanted a revolution, Dez. She wanted the malkini on top, instead of where they belong. But that doesn’t mean we need to spend the next decade grinding the catgirls to dirt, either.”

Dez nodded. “I agree with you. But there are those in the Wyrdworld who won’t like it. The Moonwraiths, for one.”

Caleb shrugged. “The Greenwreaths and the Blackveils cancel them out. Besides, have you seen the malkini?” He laughed. “Nine out of ten of them are right back where they were before Belleteyn pulled them out of their lives. They’re in their harems, or doing their jobs. They’re happy, Dez. I’m not going to stop that. I just want them to have the option. I want their lives to be their choice, not something that’s forced on them.”

Desdemona looked pleased. “That’s exactly what you should say to the press,” she said with an impish smile. “Are you ready to face the cameras, sir?”

Caleb sighed. “Yeah, I guess we should do it.”

Together, they walked out of the Celestial Senate. A line of reporters waited outside, standing on both sides of the great staircase leading from the Senate building to the street. At the bottom, next to the curb, Caleb could see Mare’s carriage, with his harem waiting for him. They waved as he stepped out into the light.

Then the cameras were flashing, and Caleb couldn’t see anything else.

“Senator-Elect Holdstock!” a voice cried. “What are you planning to do about the Malkini Rights Bill!”

“What do you say to the faction in the Senate that still claims you’re a tool of the Fae?” someone else shouted.

“Boxers or briefs?” asked a third voice.

This one made everyone laugh. The tension at the top of the stairs deflated, and Caleb suddenly felt like he was in his element. He smiled at the cameras, putting an arm around Desdemona’s waist, and grinned like the whole world was a big pair of sexy legs spreading just for him.

I don’t know how you knew, Grandpa Gene, he thought as he looked into the faces of the eager press. His girls waiting to whisk him away to his love nest. His childhood friend, pregnant with his heir and watching him with so much love and devotion that it made his heart hurt.

But you did.

You knew this was what I was meant for.

You knew this was my destiny.

And now, I’m going to make it count.

“I plan on giving a very important speech tonight on the Malkini bill,” Caleb said, shading his hand. He noticed that the reporter who’d brought it up was a demoness—a rather attractive one, at that. “Perhaps we could speak about it in detail in an exclusive interview just after the banquet?”

The demoness giggled. “I think we can arrange that, Senator-Elect.”

Caleb turned to the rest of the press. “As for these disgusting rumors about the Fae, I trust that Belleteyn D’Amore’s full recanting sets the record straight. And if there’s any doubt, my words and actions in the Senate will prove that no one pulls Caleb Holdstock’s strings except for me.” He paused. “And boxers. Definitely.”

Giggles greeted that.

“Thank you, sir,” one of the members of the press said.

Caleb turned toward the stairs. And paused.

Was that Alecto’s face in the crowd?

It flashed there for a single moment, stuck between two reporters. Then it was gone just as quickly, replaced by a blandly dressed elf who melted away in the crowd. If Caleb were a different man, he might have been able to convince himself he hadn’t seen her. But he had.

He understood what that little visit had meant.

The Fae were still watching his career. And they could always throw a wrench into things.

Let them, Caleb thought. I’ve already bested them once. And the next time Alecto has to thank me, I’ll find a different way for her to express her gratitude…

The thought cheered him. As Desdemona made the interview plans, he made his way down the stairs. A bevy of beautiful women waited for him, dressed to the nines. All of them were going to dinner and dancing tonight, showing themselves off for his donors and constituents.

Caleb didn’t have to worry about playing his cards right to get lucky. He was surrounded by women who’d do anything he wanted, whenever he wanted it.

Who loved him as much as they loved life itself.

God damn. That was a good feeling.

He made his way down the stairs and embraced his harem, holding them tight. Behind him, cameras flashed anew, but Caleb barely noticed them. There was just the new world he’d discovered, the women he’d formed relationships with along the way, and the love that all of them shared.

Sure, they had trials and tribulations to deal with in the future. Caleb’s first term would be an uphill battle, especially with conditions in the Celestial Senate what they were.

But that was for the future.

For that one moment, what Caleb Holdstock held in his arms was more than enough.

End of Book 3
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